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contributing their handwriting to the magazine’s layout.

Editor’s note
Some days I feel like the most indecisive person on Earth. I wake up one morning
and plan to wear pantsuits, flatten my disheveled hair, and conquer the business
world. Other days I wake up and decide that I am ready to move to Thailand
where I can start over, learn a new language, and eat coconuts. Other times I
wonder what I am doing and where my time has gone. After I think of all the time
that has passed, I do not even want to wake up at all. It is a cycle in which every
plan I come up with seems great, until two hours go by and I am back at square
one.
If you were to ask me to describe myself, I would tell you that in the last year my
indecisiveness has manifested into my one defining quality as an individual.
Why? You might ask.
My roommate and I were discussing graduation and she explained her thoughts
like this: Growing up, everyone wants to hold your hand. The people in your life
want a say in what you do, what sports to play in high school, where to get your
first job, and where to go to college. For the first twenty-one years of your life,
someone is holding your hand. And then you turn twenty-two.
Now, you are graduating. You are getting a degree and a hefty bill that will come
along in six months and what are you going to do? All of a sudden, no one
wants to hold your hand. At this point, the people around you do not want to
and cannot determine what happens outside of college, you are just expected to
know what to do next.
When someone asks me what I plan to do after graduation, I come up with an
elaborate new story. Each and every time.
It is a totally unique and utterly stressful experience we are all facing, and I keep
waking up in the middle of the night with a new life plan. So, when I feel like the
most indecisive person alive, I forget that there are most likely a few thousand
people in Boston feeling the same way.

This year, the theme of our magazine represents the letters we would like to
write to ourselves in the past and the future. For starters, I would have wanted
the opportunity to warn my past self of the hell that is senior year…but at the
same time, I would want to amp her up for all of the invaluable experiences she
will soon gather during her four years at college. I would tell past-Eryn to avoid
some people and spend more time with others, remind her that money is not
everything, and, if nothing else, to enjoy herself.
Alas, it is not too late to forget these principles, because the present-Eryn will
soon become the past-Eryn…and I think future-Eryn would want me to live and
learn freely, without my own criticisms. Perhaps in that sense, indecisiveness
is not all that bad; it is a reminder that no matter what age, there are always
options open. In the end, the time will pass. It is how you spend it that matters;
sometimes we just need a little reminder.
So, when you get the chance, write a letter to yourself and let them know what
the present-you thinks.

Eryn Gordon,
Editor-in-Chief
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Fruits and sunshine,
They go well together,
During a special type of weather,
Especially the sunrise
When we appreciate nature at its finest,
When our lips become the brightest
Up in the orchard trees,
Peaches, plums, and nectarines,
Lemon slices and orange juice
Sweet as holy Sundays
No thunder and rain can scare us,
The foggy air or twilight dusk,
But our eyes open to the early mornings,
The yellow-glazed rays that went through our window,
–Here we are.
Another day of happiness,
My fruits and Sunshine.

Natalie A. M. Olbrych
I

There’s a place in Florida,
that’s tucked away from the green-boiled peanuts
and Mickey and key-chains and t-shirts.
It’s called Clearwater.
I wish I were there.

Beneath a fluorescent haze
it seeps through a crude paper towel.
It begins to slow
pickering uppering now
at a glacial pace
leaving fingertips and palms
to fend for themselves.
Ten thin dams against an Alaskan river.
Minus the salmon and Grizzly Bears.
Uncovered, it’s inspected
Interrogated
Critiqued
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It blooms a wide flower,
the kind with those fleshy petals
thirsting for sunlight.
What once was blue,
now is red
like the guts of a pomegranate.
Slick, too hot, heavy.

Poetry & Prose

II
What once was powdered white
with a quiet blush of peony pink
and whispering vines, softened greens and blues
like the dappled waters
of Clearwater, Florida.
That place with the sea-cows.

and curiousified.
Naked.
The kind of naked you are
in those dreams in front of everyone.
On a white carpet made of starched bed sheets
the Oscars of the ER commences,
flashbulbs pop and make it a star.
What a mess that epidermis is!
It won’t make best dressed this year.

Poetry & Prose

III
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Under a spotlight,
the costume designer
gets to work.
She pins it first
with a needle that shares a circumference
with the elephant’s trunk
at that circus.
It’s a mosquito that gives back,
gives back a pain
worse than a dead lover,
and soon turns into the sensations
of the dead lover’s corpse.
Then the deft seamstress tucks in
between the distance.
Personal space goes out like
square-toed boots in 2005.

She goes to work
sewing thick luxuriant silk.
The kind that can’t go under the foot of a sewing machine.
Despite the delicacy of her nude-colored material
it’s more like a horse, a plow and farmer
tearing into dirt
only speeding backward, closing it up.
Remember how you used to re-wind that VHS?
Like that.
The seamstress’s work is now done.
What once was smooth
now is spined.

Frau Frankenstein lies before her,
a masterful re-creation.
IV

That unblemished water,
of Clearwater, Florida,
is shadowed and opaque.
Zip code Room Number 7.
The one with windows and a tired guard
watching.

Poetry & Prose
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Eryn Gordon
“this woman has defiled our village. With every stone you throw, your honor will
return.”

The sky is burning, the veil drops
And brunette curls come tumbling
like the woman.
–It’s God’s Great Law.

14

There is no fear of death
In God’s view,
But of dying and pain and
the stones, one by one they go by

Venture Literary / Arts Magazine
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The stones, gathered ‘round
The feet of the yelling men
And the Veiled women, barefoot
On the smoldering pavement.

And the blood,
It flies;
–Redeeming action
In the name of Honor.
The stones do not hurt
Nearly as much
As the blurring image
Of her Children in the crowd.

Corey Howard
I hear the voices of the city
Swallowed outside the statehouse.
A gang of birds tussle in a briar patch.
The noise stiffens.

I don’t have any.
The sun comes and goes behind glass clouds.
If I could throw a rock, I would.

They say
My roommate is suspicious.
They take him in the spring 5 years in a row.
They take me in when my name is given.
They don’t take us in.
They take an Iraqi boy.
Show his face, race, address, photograph, religion.
My friend says, “He’s a dead man in Revere.”
I try not to think about the dead.
My mother’s lucky.

15
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The MP’s tell us not to congregate in large crowds.

Poetry & Prose

With every passing state police jacket
Is a tall shaved neon man,
Whose hat is pulled on too tight,
Carrying a .40 caliber handgun.

Raya Malcolm
And while they sat in the darkened room,

Poetry & Prose

oranged by warm light spilling onto the oriental rug,
		
criss-crossed, sinking into cushions on the wooden floor,
			smoking cigarettes, silently
				
while greyed air danced slowly out of their soft lips,
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they naturally contemplated the thick essence of God
		
		

that choked the room
with unspeaking persistence.

Isabelle Kelley
I.
No Hiroshima,
watch the hydrangeas grow tall,
forget the burnt flesh

Poetry & Prose

II.
Do you miss it yet?
The solitude of the woods
creeping behind you
III.
You are stuck in time,
a moth preserved in amber
forever seven
V.
Eyes like cornflowers,
sometimes his bones will bruise you
but he feels like home
VI.
Fell on the concrete
wrapped up in a maryland flag:
humble beginnings
VII.
Mexican roses
grow all over grandma’s porch
with the succulents
VIII.
Waves are not your friends.
The ocean will swallow you
like everything else.

Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

IV.
Sea-foam rosary,
a dollar spent in greenpoint–
my soul will be saved

17

Brittany Schissler
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Did it hurt,
			Mrs. Woolf
		
writing those words,
			
“My dear, I fear I’ve gone mad
					again”
		
to dear Leonard
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Did your hands tremble
when you gathered the stones
to fill your pockets
and gave yourself away to the Darkness
of the Ouse

		
Did you see the sunlight through the water
			Mrs. Woolf,
		
as your organs shut off,
		
or did you only fade
into the river,
into Lethe, itself
		
Were you relieved,
		
Mrs. Woolf,
		
as you drowned in the flood
		
and out of your nightmare,
		
your body still,
			
and calm,
		
“if anyone could have saved me,
			
it would’ve been you.”

LEN
Your gaze forms a breeze in my chest
expanding the walls
rippling my melting heart
composing wind symphonies from the half filled caverns of my chest

Then you pass
The moment gone.

19
Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

They say butterflies flutter in your stomach
when in reality you create an invisible force which
rattles my ribs
cracks my cartilage
loosens my throat until it extends
Swelling
Compressing forth a timid hello

Poetry & Prose

You asked if it hurt,
but does a piano mind being hit by a pianist
does an easel mind being stained by an artist

Michael Harrison
-for Teresa, a year after meeting

Poetry & Prose

The smell of grass
had veiled your voice
from across the barrier
that stood strong and lifted
the allergens off Tremont’s graves.
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Of a grandparent’s attic
where first on kiltered barseats
you gave me reason (in a voice
so soft and done I’d stopped),
& where first I had to hold myself.
Of a particular book
a Beretta disallowed my opening,
and now Chicago, & to a sparkling pen
still full, where were sent
those scentless poems with dipped strands.
Of a loved one:
& even somehow an amalgamation
of ex-lovers he wished,
the intermingled scents, the cigarettes, the drinks
you might have been close enough
to smell.
Of meetings, planned and ended,
of his sitting, ambivalent, restrained,
biting his tongue
& of it & oneself
& the bitterness he tasted.

Meaghan Murray
Fuck frayed blankets, and torn deadlines
I’m afraid and naked and trying to pass the time
by punching holes in walls and turning bottles to pieces
of smashed glass I can’t breathe I ripped off my sterling silver Jesus
to see if it was him that was holding me down, I don’t know
I think I got it wrong, fuck, I got it wrong
Sure to point out the pressure points, filling the void
with deep breathing deep-sea dying deep-fried denial
Crocodile tears wiped away by weak hands, weekends
spent with imaginary friends, imagine that
that aren’t mine, that aren’t there
Spiral staircase checkered floors I’m yours I’m yours I’m not I’m not
I’m not nobody but the attic’s got those picture frames
and those mirrors and those cardboard boxes that all say
I’m no better than the toxins in your cigarette
Fuck the mess I made with my ten tiny fingers
Blonde hair don’t care?
yes, I care the mostest- I’m the hostess that let you down
by forgetting to bring the cheese with the wine I dine on lost chances
labors gone unnoticed and love that never happened
I’ll put the ring back on the coffee table, right next to the coaster
the circles from our dripping drinks made us honest made us closer
than I ever thought I’d be with another human being
Blinded by my madness now it’s veracity I’m seeing.
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Twenty fucking years and I’m still seeing faces

Poetry & Prose

My thumper’s the dead of winter, fading smile newfound splinter

Corey Howard
Ill-fated, no longer able to be kept, or restored;
You were left for litter, honor-less
On an Allston side street to accompany me.

Poetry & Prose

There’s something in the cackle of an empty water bottle.
It’s body a twisted hourglass shape with it’s sands spilt
Along the front porch, kicked repeatedly.
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Approved for appraisal, a temple undiscovered,
A place for sacrifice, or the tool, the drum, being beaten,
Built by a tribesman’s hands, or a Roman’s.
In your late shape were you a precious drink?
Down to your last drop (oh so sweet and pure)
But upon your finish, tossed aside.
No. You became a chariot burning too close to the sun.
The arc, your cap popped off.
The noise too sudden, you burned out on the street.

Dan Carey
“St. Paul’s Episcopal Cathedral – A house of prayer for all people”
Eager it stands, so potential,
Near to those in need of something to believe.
Here it seems distant, like the clammy hand
Of some great aunt you recognize, but can’t remember.

October saw the regal cathedral’s knees buckle
At columns bursting with a peculiar colonial etiquette
Manifested by many destinies, it’s only protection
Blankets of scaffolding steel – grinding bits of earth-toned metal.
Veiny whispers falling from leaves were shouted, yet soft,
As the color wheel spun in a cyclic life
Represented by rainbow: thriving, dying, reviving.
A burning bush in my Ipswich backyard vibrates in these colors,
Organic oranges and deepest, most bloody of reds.
Winter, thought more as wet rather than white, breathed
A dark, and diseased, a sunken city-street breeze
Throughout homes, carrying like memories, carrying on
Like people now only remembered by shadows
Cast at night, around corners, through alleys
In which the right word seems to take flight.
Feet moistened through socks dragged
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I could swear the place of prayer disappeared last year –
It bled, through the massive energies of the trees
Whose branches feed the air we breathe –
Feeds you and, in turn, feeds me.

Poetry & Prose

She shook your nail-bitten fingers
With all the love,
All the honesty assembled
In the time it takes to link family together.

Behind ankles dampened by puddles,
Breaking-point rainclouds
Floating within spinning tunnels through a violent, yet
Unmistakably elegant pressure - one’s canvas to live;
A pallet to make mistakes on.

Poetry & Prose

That bluebird-earlyworm sky – March mornings – it
Always hides, but shines perfectly into pupils;
It can be seen when looking through
Each other’s mindful eyes. When we
Catch ourselves crying, we have come once again from
Sprung-again Spring signs.
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It’s fitting that across the way from St. Paul’s,
Across ancient important grass, through granite fountains
Whose water stays youthful forever, stands
That golden dome. Shield of supposed comfort,
Sword comprised of government ink, blots
Spread from red to blue to black and back.
To trek from church to state (how far is it really?),
One’s footsteps must be strategic, rhythmic,
Across Park Street’s indelible incline –
Or decline. It depends on what one is walking
Toward, what one is walking away from.

Meaghan Murray

I dress like a Catholic and fuck like a pagan
Papi, I am all about your religionif your religion is Red Sox and sex gods

My idle mind gets evil, gets even
with the fools that spoke treason against
Lady Supreme and her pristine chapel
You are the apple of my eye
and when I say that, I’m lying
I don’t have time for fuckboys and Shakespeare
But get on your knees King Lear;
I’ve got a thing for men in descent
I used to be inclined to guys in the skythey don’t do much when you need to get off
And nothing happens
if you say their name
when a heathen is under you, heaving
I’m sixty seconds closer to finishing my flask
I take shlars for Ginsberg and the ones who finish last
Walt Whitman, Whitney Houston, Amy Winehouse,
where’s the wine?
I’m drunk off wheat and barley and dreams of the divine.
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Devout to pouting lips and pulling out
Flirting with peril and a ball-point pen
I’m always asking for someone to let me in
because they all clam up when I ring them

Poetry & Prose

I’m ninety pounds of Freckle and Pride
A little less Jekyll, a little more Hyde
While still mourning over Jimmy
and making bets on Johnny
I envy the likes of Peter, Paul and Mary
Magdalene; they know what they’re doing
in those New York bodegas and LA fast lanes
I am somewhere underground
with the lingerie
of an evaporated lord of lords

Eryn Gordon
Love is a complicated and weathered thing,
the wanting to my core.
– Intangible, and haunting.

Poetry & Prose

Love isimperfect situations,
poor timing and missed chances.
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two strangers who brush
by with a familiar glance;
and what I should feel for one
and can’t help but for him.
Love is, the way I feel
assaulted, convinced it
could never happen
- would never happen, again.
Love is,
the loathing I have
and my inability to say no.
Love, (the look in your eyes,
when you said you love me too)
- is.

LEN
It was a Tuesday when the rain
slowly slid down the window.
Your image was distorted
like a fun house mirror,
but I could still see you go.

A car door slams,
bursting my thoughts.
A reverberating knock swims fluidly in the silence.
The door offers hope of condolence.
Yet standing behind it is a cold, unfeeling you,
statuesque in your silence,
covered by a sheet
hidden behind the ambulance I never heard approach.
I sit
and watch the rain splatter against the windows
distorting your image
like a fun house mirror.
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Church bells begin to chime in the distance
carrying me from present to past,
the image of a naive couple married today
float before my eyes.
I can hear the revelers now,
rice catching in the bride’s hair,
collecting in the pools at her feet.
“Till death do we part,” in their eyes.

Poetry & Prose

Clothes were thrown,
cushions aligned as if the floor were lava
and I, the volcano,
sputtering out alone and cooling.

Dan Carey
A Street-Crack Eulogy

Poetry & Prose

I’ll never get why
I manipulate
My frenetic steps
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Just to embed my ever-curled toes
Into cracks on the street –
They’ll never embed:
Their histories,
Their rhythms in me;
Their purpose
Is to be stepped over

Elise Kapitancek

I crossed the bridge and hummed a line from And You and I,
“Coming quickly to terms with all expression laid, emotion revealed…”
And I had just run a thirty mile marathon, my high school cross country days
Upon me. I struggled to remember how to breathe.
But oh! What did I behold? Not a river, but a stained glass window.
The lights on the water, or no- dancing souls.
Eclectic in form, buzzing like neon, like magnets never touching:
Full of knowledge, and a restless repose.
And you and I, no longer observed two lone ducks, for it was no longer
Only you and I in the river of life as nature taught us.
Perspective I found by crossing the bridge, by being among the dancing lights,
Letting go of Sundays and Mondays, and of cottages and libraries.
And You and I, and the Saugatuck.
Here my heart resides with a silent conversation.
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I have sat by you in the sunlight of a warming day- care free in my summer clothes.
I have sat by you in the tranquil night, in the still heat of summer.
We had sat in silence, we had frolicked in sound.
And you and I, we observed two lone ducks on every adventure
And adopted them as metaphors for ourselves.
And there, on your opposite shores, stands a castle
A new institution made to look antique.
The exterior climbing with ivy and oak and sweet poisons
Of vivid color, with the texture of a popup book.
I could feel the leaves from my distance,
Intense and luscious green contrasted by brown walls.
Now in my return, I saw the vast windows of the library
Calling me to see the other side.

Poetry & Prose

It has been several months since my hazel saw the Saugatuck River,
Thirty lazy Sunday mornings have passed,
A calm before the storm of thirty frenzied Mondays.
I am perched alone like a blue bird on a bench.
Behind me, a cluster of periwinkle cottages unfold a journey down
A bamboo thatched dock, the piers jutting off.
It is a still night except for the sounds of boats swaying like anxious children
And the friendly banter of the ducks with no hint of urgency.
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Art & Photography
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Essay & Memoir

Brian Holak
Step 1: Assemble bottom—screw cam bolts (L) and wooden dowels into corners
of square bottom wood frame (I).

Step 2: Assemble side panels—insert side panels (F, E, T) into wooden frame on
three of the four sides, twisting cam locks and using wood glue to secure. Be
sure heart shapes are right-side-up.

Note: At this point you should have five sides of the box and an opening
at the top where the lid will rest.

mounted hinge into two pre-drilled holes at center edge of wood panel (K).

Step 4: Attach lid—align holes in hinge to pre-drilled holes on inlayed areas on
top of side panel (E). Screw tight using wood screws. Hinge should be flush to
top of side panel. Be sure it’s perfect.

Step 5: Using wood chisel (R), carve her name into the top. Keep a steady hand.
Step 6: Using sand paper (D), gently sand all sides of the box and inside each

Step 7: Using number 4 paint brush (O), coat box with mahogany finish. Use even
strokes. This is for her, after all.

Step 8: Repeat step 7 if needed. Knowing her, it will be.

Step 9: Brush a coat of latex high gloss polyurethane enamel onto mahogany
surface using foam brush (C).

Note: This allows the box to shine, much like her. This step is also 		
necessary to preserve the finish of the box for years to come.

Step 10: While enamel is drying, locate No. 10 blade. Now wait.
Step 11: Look her in the eyes. Notify her that you love her.

Step 12: Using No. 10 blade, begin incision in center of chest, just above second
rib. Be sure to cut deep, applying significant pressure. Run blade vertically down
the chest, approximately 8 inches.

Step 13: Separate rib cage and use No. 15 blade to sever aorta and superior vena
cava. Death should occur in a matter of seconds.

Step 14: After feeling the final beat in your hands, wash up. Make sure to gently
clean any remaining blood off of the organ.

Step 16: Open the lid and carefully place her heart into the box.
Step 17: Close the lid.

Step 18: Take a break and admire your hard work.

71
Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

letter. Gently wipe with moist cloth.

Essay & Memoir

Step 3: Attach hinge to top— using wood screws (A), very carefully screw flush

Caitie Lezell
“I was a stranger and you invited me in. / Fui extranjero y me recibieron.”
– Matthew / Mateo 25:35

________________________________
June 24, 2013
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We had so much in common, she told me. This illiterate forty-something-
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year-old mother of eight had just spent the morning walking me through her

town of San Juan Alotenango in Sacatepéquez, Guatemala. In that time, she

had welcomed me into her home of sheet metal walls and a dirt floor. She had

introduced me to her abusive husband, to their beautiful children. She had shown
me the Bible that she cannot read and yet still carries with her because she so
surely believes in what is written on its pages. She had stood with me in the

middle of her church’s empty sanctuary, wiping tears from her eyes and telling

me about her past. She would later invite me to a service at that church with her
and her son, and they would both repeatedly tell me how special of a day it was
for them that I was there. She would later cry when I stopped in to visit her on
my last afternoon in Guatemala before returning to the States. Though at first

glance Marta Julia and I could not have actually been more different, we shared

the same faith in God and that superseded all else, she assured me. We were of

the same heart, of the same mind, of the same idea, regardless of nationality, skin
color, or socioeconomic status.

________________________________
June 30, 2013

I spent the morning hiking up an exceptionally steep hill – no, mountain –

with two fellow gringos and César. The hike we were attempting was challenging
enough to begin with, but the incessant laughing fits (primarily undergone by

myself) made the climbing and the regular breathing that much more difficult.

Such fits were inspired by the extent to which we were being lapped by the men

and women who live on that mountain and can climb it without hardly breaking a
sweat; how, with each slight turn, when we thought we had made it to the peak,
all that was really waiting for us was more mountain, steeper yet; my misguided
pronunciation of the Spanish word for “butterfly”; our exchange of Spanish and

English lessons in profanities; and the list goes on. The pure beauty of the

Guatemalan highlands is undoubtedly engrained in my memory but, above
all else, when I think of that hill, I think of laughter.

Upon our descent, as should have been expected for an afternoon

in June in Guatemala, the rain came – a teasing shower at first, and then
downpour. We made it to the town center, passing from tienda to tienda
for moments of cover under their roofs, running from one to the next at

full speed, splashing through puddles – no, lakes – shrieking and giggling
like five-year-old girls all the while before finally finding a spot to wait it
out. There have been few moments in my twenty-one years that I can
wholeheartedly define as pure joy: this, however, is one of them.

This roughly eight-hour-old friendship with César had been born

Guatemala. A friend from the States that I had met earlier in the summer in a
different part of the country had lived and worked in that town for two years;

he was visiting and I asked to tag along. I was introduced to his friend César

briefly before we left and, after a twenty minute conversation, he insisted that
we return in the immediate future. Come back, you two need to come back,
oh, it’ll be great, you’re welcome here anytime, just let me know when you

this traditional Guatemalan lunch, it’ll be great, we’d love to have you both!

He was a man of his word. The food was incredible; the company, so much
more so.

________________________________
July 12, 2013

“One more hug so you don’t forget me, Seño!” Cristian blurted out

after having chased me down the street, trying his best to be his tough eightyear-old boy self and not cry. I was not having as much success as him in

that regard. Pablo had begun sobbing trying to get out his good-bye. Little
Patricio had already looked up at me with his bug-eyes and gap teeth and

asked, with his head tilted to one side, in the most innocent of voices: “When
are you coming back, Seño?” All that was really left was for me to turn and
to walk up the hill leading away from their school for the last time.

I had only been working with these patojos (the Guatemalan word

for “children”) in their second grade classroom for one very short month.

In that month of living in their town; of learning Spanish nursery rhymes; of

brushing up on my addition and subtraction; of having my hair braided daily
by some very talented little ladies; of serving (and spilling… thus, smelling
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can come, we can go hiking, you can come meet my family, we’ll make you
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a few weeks prior, the first time I had visited this small town in western

of) the hot corn drink atol; of visiting some of their homes, of learning their
stories; of observing the holes in their shoes, the missing buttons on their

shirts, the dirt in their hair, and the near-permanent smiles on their faces; of

seeing their hunger, yet never hearing a complaint; of seeing them pass me

on the street on the days when the school was closed, in their work clothes,
making their way to the coffee fields to work alongside their parents for

hours and hours on end when they should have been reading, or drawing,

or playing, or anything else – in that month, these children gave little thought
to the matter of whether or not they should love me, should hug me, should
play with me. They just did. The boys gave little thought to whether or not
they should hold my hand on the walk home, whether or not they should
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fight for the spot next to me on the rug. They just did. The girls gave little

Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

74

thought about whether or not to give me those braids, to draw me pictures,
to give me stickers. They just did. They knew I was there to help their

teacher, that I was from that super big country called the United States, that
I lived up the hill from the school and to the right, and that my Spanish was
kind of weird, but that was okay, because I was going to get better while I

was there with them, and they were going to help me. And that was enough.
We were friends.

________________________________
The Biblical concept of the “stranger” can be found throughout

both the Old and the New Testament. It refers to the immigrant, the refugee,

the foreigner. It is a reminder that we are called by God both to welcome and
to love the strangers among us as we would neighbors, relatives, or friends.
It is, additionally, a reminder that we are all in fact in some way “strangers,”

and that, regardless, God has still saved us and still loves us: in keeping with
that example, then, so should we strive to love other “strangers” the same.
________________________________
Reflecting on the two months I spent in Guatemala this past

summer has not been easy. When others have asked for details about the

trip (which consisted of one month spent taking a course to get certified to

teach English as a Second Language, another volunteering in an elementary
school in the small town of San Juan Alotenango, and a few trips to other

parts of the country and a weekend in El Salvador scattered in between), I

have offered the, “Oh, it was great, cute kids, nice weather, yeah my Spanish
got better,” but that doesn’t actually say anything. It doesn’t include Marta

Julia, or Cristian, or Ana, or Carlos, or Roberto, or Wendy. It doesn’t explain how

I can now be so homesick for a place that is most certainly not my home. It’s too
simple.

________________________________
I think, though, in a way, it has been so difficult to explain what this

experience meant to me because it really is actually so simple: I was a stranger
and I was welcomed.

I was, to the best of my knowledge, the only gringa in San Juan

Alotenango during the time that I was there. I would go a good five days at a time
without hearing English spoke out loud; heads turned as I walked down certain

everything, from the food, to the roads, to the landscape, was a far cry from what
I had experienced growing up in Revere, Massachusetts. And yet I can still say
with complete certainty that I felt at home.

I was just, simply, welcomed. No fuss was made; I just, was. It was so

natural. For my brief time there, I just belonged.

I don’t have very many dramatic stories. I don’t even have all that many great

my lap for a two-hour bus ride through the Guatemalan countryside at rush hour;
the night spent sitting around a candle talking about God, faith, sin, anything,

everything, for hours with two fellow gringos when the entire town that we were

staying in lost power; the traditional Christmas dinner prepped for me one night

in July because my host mother couldn’t have me leaving without experiencing a
Guatemalan Christmas. And above all else, I have the names and the memories

of a few dozen of the most incredible people I have ever been blessed enough to
meet, who, without hesitation, opened (quite literally) both their doors and their
arms to me and asked for nothing in return.

I was taught some of the most valuable lessons of my life, ranging from the

basic (how to genuinely smile at a stranger on the street; how to communicate

beyond a language barrier; how to laugh at butterflies; why FC Barcelona is better
than Real Madrid) to the far more complex, which have certainly not yet been

mastered (how to make a pupusa; how to navigate the Guatemalan bus system;

how to roll my “R’s”; how to pray – how to truly pray – for another; how to believe
in God with all of your heart regardless of the circumstances of this world). And I

was reminded, above all, just how we are called to live – to welcome the stranger,
to love our neighbor – and, furthermore, that such are possible.
________________________________
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pictures. All I really have are the simplest of moments: the little girl who sat on

Essay & Memoir

streets, with people most certainly thinking, “How did she get so lost?” Almost

This idea of the “stranger” was, more or less, familiar to me before this

summer, both Biblically and practically. I have planned on working in the field
of immigration in some regard post-graduation for a few years now; I have

spent much of my time at Suffolk both studying immigration and working with
immigrants in the United States in various ways. I hadn’t viewed this trip to
Guatemala as my way of becoming a “temporary stranger” in the slightest;

however, in hindsight, I absolutely should have. I signed up for two months of

living, studying, and serving in a country where I knew no one, where I had no

more than a working knowledge of the language, the customs, the politics, and
the history. Such is, in a word, humbling.
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As a vital disclaimer, I am by no means attempting to compare my experience to
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that of the daily lives of the millions of immigrants in the United States, to their

struggles or their hardships. I was in Guatemala entirely by choice. I am learning

Spanish not out of necessity but because I love it. I knew, in the back of my mind,
that I always had both the means and the legal ability to return home should I so
chose. And I knew that, with enough effort, I would probably always be able to

find someone somewhere that would know at least a little bit of English so as to
help me should it be absolutely necessary. I was not struggling.

And yet, still, I was, in my own way, a stranger. The slightest glimpse into the
trials of that life – ending up on the wrong side of Guatemala City without

a map; missing the last bus out of a fairly dangerous city well past sunset,

still a considerable distance from home; getting stuck out in the unforgiving

Guatemalan rainy season at night on a dirt road with no street lights – has made
me radiate with empathy, while the responses I received in all three of those

situations – the bus driver who went out of his way to help me find the route

to the other side of the capital; the couple at that same bus stop that walked

us to the nearest hostel (and pointed out where we should go for breakfast the
following morning); the highly effective trash bag poncho made for me by the
friend of a friend – have shown me how to aspire to live.

I graduate in four months more confident than ever that this is the field of work
that I want to be in. But – far more importantly – this summer served to remind

me of the type of person that I want to be: quite simply, one that remembers and
pays forward the love, the hospitality, the patience, and the Godliness that were
shown to me. Such are not confined to Guatemala, to El Salvador… they are in

the United States, they are in any and all corners of the globe… they are human.
And they are so simple, and so right. After seven months of reflecting on just

what it was about mi verano chapin (my Guatemalan summer) that moved me so
deeply, this is far and away the most significant conclusion that I have been able
to reach.

________________________________
Gracias, Guatemala. Dios te bendiga.
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77
Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

Fiction

Natalie Olbrych
I believe in the power of deception. Well, that isn’t necessarily true; it isn’t that

I believe in the power of deception, but more that I’m a liar. I lie to live and I live
to lie. I believe that everybody else, who thinks that honesty is the key to all
happiness, is a desperate fuck.

At this point, I could delve into a long ass diatribe about how my mother taught

me to lie from the womb. I could shed a couple of self-pitying tears and try to

make you feel sorry for me. I could tell you about when my mom taught me that
more people would love me if you’ve been abused or when she explained that

as long as I’m the one in pain, someone will always take care of me and, more
importantly, give me money. I could tell that peculiar time when she told me I

hours—I know that twenty-seven hours doesn’t sound like a very long time, but

Fiction

was fat, too boney, grotesque, and too lovely over the course of twenty-seven

hours and only opened the door to sort of shriek or mumble at me. I got hungry.

79

I left out the bit about how she kept me in a bathroom for those twenty-seven

In the end, I got that it was all to help me to understand that everything in life
is objective and that you’re going to have to be simultaneously lovely and

grotesque, no matter what. Perhaps, the primary lesson was simply that one

should never take advice from a tenacious fuck-up, but where’s the fun in that?

All of the aforementioned situations were vital to the modeling of the liar that I am

today. However, they aren’t what made me a graceful liar. An artist. Not what gave
me this crown of deception or scepter of unyielding power.

The fetus of my delinquency formed not when I learned to lie, but the first time
that I, the protégé, turned on her, the pundit. When all that she taught me, that
was meant to benefit her, began to taste like something she had eaten before.
It was in that moment that I realized I could have the world like a marble in my

hand—as long as I didn’t mind being alone for the rest of my life. Just to be clear,

I didn’t then and I don’t now. It is from my experiences that I have constructed for
you, the handbook. The owner’s manual. The Liar’s Manifesto.
Lesson One: Never second-guess yourself.

If you come up with a good lie, understand that it’s good. That it is the best story
ever told. Let go of the fact that it’s a lie. To make other’s believe your words are
pure you, too, must believe. It is your new truth and it will set you free.

Mama told me, on a piercingly bright summer day, while she painted my toenails
a red that OPI aptly named “Wicked,” that truth is one of those things that they
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Moving on.

talk about in church. I thought that this was ironic considering that the parameters
of a church’s truth come from a massive tome whose origins are clearly unknown.
The framework of Christianity’s truth comes from a story. This brings us to the

point of Lesson One. Don’t question your lies because they aren’t lies. They are a
version of the story. Just as the Bible is a version of it’s own story.
Lesson Two: If you’re going to lie, lie. Go big or go home.

Don’t ever try to two-face half-assed. It shows a lack of confidence and will

eventually devolve into transparency. Not only will accomplished liars see through

you, the honest will see through you as well and will consequently hate you. Good
work, soldier, now you look dumb and everyone hates you.

My thin, but calloused hand was poised on the top of the door. The window was
rolled down and she had a white-knuckled grip on the doorframe so that she

could get the necessary leverage to crush bone. A tear pushed out of my eye

and plummeted five feet, five inches onto my bare foot. I used to get scared back

Fiction

then. “Okay, beauty, on three. One, two...” The door swung and closed. I stared
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intently on her hand, watched the blood start to return to her fingers after the

release. She left the door closed for a moment explaining earnestly, “we don’t
want to let go before we get good bruising.” Nod. She turned on her heel and

marched back to the front-door tossing an order blithely over her shoulder: “go

get the phone, call nine-one-one, and tell them that your father just crushed your
hand.” Go big or go home.

Lesson Three: Get out before you get caught.

Here, we examine the importance of being the ‘lone wolf.’ If you need someone,

you’re done. If you miss someone, you’re done. If there is a single person in your
life that you think you cannot live without, not only are you leading a very sad
existence, you cannot be an effective liar.

Lesson three was always my mother’s greatest architectural flaw. The woman

couldn’t take a shit by herself. This was a lesson she never learned, most likely
never even considered. After my father lost his final grip on this earth, followed
the loss of her vice-grip on me; she swan-dived off the deep end into the arms

and wedding bed of a pastor. Poor guy, he never saw it coming. Fortunately for

me, I had what she lacked and was able to pick out the cracks in her foundations.
Her stories were riddled with spreading infections that lead to the ultimately
demise of her lies. She lacked foresight. It was a weakness that eventually
brought her to her knees and, subsequently, horse tranquilizers.

Lesson Four: Trust no one. I am, she is, he is, we are, they are, you are. Liars.

This lesson brings us to the single most important lie I’ve ever told throughout the
course of my career.

“Mama, you’ll never believe what happened to me today. I had sex.”
“What?”

“I had sex, with a boy at school. I told him I was lonely and that Daddy was an

alcoholic and beat me and shit and he felt bad for me so, we got in the car and
peaced out for the afternoon. We went and swam naked in the lake and then,

because nobody was there, we had sex on the grass by the water. Shit hurt like a
bitch. I would have appreciated a little more warning on that, but whatever.”
Slap.

Long story brought to a digestible length; I got grounded. It was the most

wonderful two weeks of my life. I reveled in my power. She yelled at me every day
and, to make matters worse, I laughed. I couldn’t help it and I didn’t want to help
it.

She said that I was “not the daughter she raised me to be. I’m ashamed.” It was
that phrase that illuminated the beauty of it all. I was exactly how she raised me
to be.

That was when I stopped lying for her. She had gotten into a lazy habit of

trusting me. Although I owe her a kidney for teaching me the things that she did,
continuity. The story of this lie brings us to our final Lesson.

Fiction

but really, it was her mistakes that were liquid gold. Her slip ups. She lacked

Do understand that lying isn’t always about bullshitting your way into something
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Lesson Five: Lying isn’t always about getting out of trouble.

we’re just blessed to be glittering chosen. Get comfortable here, in recklessness.
Bask in the glory of being the culprit. Sometimes you have to feel trouble before
you can taste the fleshy sweetness of getting out of trouble. Once you have

mastered the art of getting both in and out of trouble, there isn’t a damn thing on
the god-forsaken dirt that you can’t have.
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good. Trouble is a gift. Being in trouble. Losing control. Someone had to do it;

Brian Holak
I sit in the same seat I always do. Back car, right side, third row from the front,
window seat. By now the stiff leather cushion seems to have molded to my

cheeks. At least, that’s what I like to think; that my particular cheeks cast this
shape. The train’s empty, except for a small Asian woman two rows up from
me, aisle seat. As I glance her way, I see a tiny hand extend from her puffy

marshmallow coat, wielding an econo-size lint roller. I watch as she slowly rolls it

back and forth along her black dress, displacing invisible particles. That tiny raisin
of a hand holding on tight as it moves back and forth, up and down.
“Mornin,’ Perry.”

Fiction

I tear my eyes from the marshmallow woman and look up to see Wesley, the
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morning conductor. His dimples grate against sandpaper skin as he gives his

famous wood-knot smile, the one that no sane person could resist. Fixed above
his left breast pocket is a vintage white and purple bottle cap pin branded “Sun
Crest Grape Soda.”

“Morning, Wes,” I say, pulling out my pass to show him. “Today’s is grape soda,
eh? I like it.”

“Yup, vintage 1951. I think the purple suits me,” he says, winking as he continues
down the aisle.

With that, I give a chuckle and begin untangling the iPod headphones. I like Wes.
He never says more than needs to be said. The train lurches forward as I put the
buds in my ear and press play.

Very superstitious, writing’s on the wall

Very superstitious, ladder’s ‘bout to fall

Thirteen month old baby broke the lookin’ glass

Seven years of bad luck, the good things in your past

Marshmallow woman is staring at me. She’s staring at me and moving her lint

roller back and forth. Her rusty, tootsie roll eyes burn into me as her raisin hand

remains steady. I quickly look away, suddenly hot. Outside, the sun is glistening

off the waves. No egret today. He must’ve flown south for the winter. Or been hit

by a boat. They always struck me as dim-witted creatures. The star factory glows
in the distance, thick purple-grey smoke billowing from its spiral towers. Maybe

that’s where the egret went; sucked into the ascending plumes, too high even for
a bird. Why’d he have to be so stupid?

I still feel her eyes on me, sticking to me like the gooey center of my

grandmother’s hard candies. She’s making me uncomfortable. I shift in my seat

and try to focus on the tug boat. It floats idly on the lonely waves. What good is a
tug boat when it’s not tugging anything? Do tuggers live on the tug boat and wait
for their next big tug? I can picture them sitting around a card table below deck
dressed in those bright orange fisherman overalls. They’re chugging beers and

looking at each other through a cigar smoke haze, reminiscing about the good ol’
days when tugs were a daily business, when tugs meant something.

But I can still sense marshmallow woman’s sticky eyes. And I don’t know if I like

what Stevie’s singing anymore. Drawn in permanent marker on the crimson faux
leather in front of me, is “R + T” enclosed in a cartoon heart. And I try to think
once more of these two lovers, R and T, but I can’t with her looking at me like

that. She’s making me angry. I need a moment with R and T! I need my time and

space to think about those letters and lovers. But those eyes! I want to snap that
little raisin hand off and club those eyes with the econo-size lint roller and watch
all the sugar ooze out.

I bolt up and her clawing tootsie eyes follow me. The other passengers

It’s just marshmallow woman and I, locked in this limbo between two stops.
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are asleep. The sunlight dances across their closed lids as the train speeds up.

staring into her tootsie pop eyes, searching for the gooey center. There’s
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Suspended, held together by the back and forth of her lint roller. So I stand,

licks away from biting down to her core when a kid steals my iPod. Rips the buds
right from my ear, sending Stevie flying off down the hall in the burnt hands of a
refugee.

“Hey! Stop!” I shout as he skips down the aisle. I try to take off after him,

but marshmallow woman won’t let me. Her eyes had sent sticky caramel beneath
my feet. I kneel down and pry on my shoes, pulling up as hard as I can. I can feel
them loosening, so I pull harder. And harder. She can’t keep me here. I won’t let
her. The caramel oozes onto my fingertips as I pull. It’s warm.
Very superstitious, nothin’ more to say

Very superstitious, the devil’s on his way

The grainy words echo through the car, bouncing off the faux leather and the
sleeping ears. That little shit must’ve connected my iPod to the intercom.
Thirteen month old baby broke the looking glass

Seven years of bad luck, good things in your past

I furiously tug at my shoes. Where are the tuggers when you need them? I give
one final heave and I’m free. I stand up, trying to avoid her eyes. But now it’s

not just her I have to worry about. The music on the intercom woke the others

up. They’re all staring at me, and their eyes aren’t as sweet. I make for the door
opposite marshmallow woman, forgetting my stuff, if I even have anything left.

The others grab at me with caramel fingertips as I rush by. But they don’t move.
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something about them. Something sicky sweet. I don’t like how they see me. I’m

Maybe they’re stuck too. I reach for the door handle, but not before looking back
at marshmallow woman as she peels a layer off of her econo-size lint roller. The

maniacal rip grates my ear drums. I slam the sliding door behind me and lean my
back against it, feeling the hard vibrations of the train as it races on. I try to melt

into the rhythm of the wheels; to forge myself into the metal hull. But my vision’s
too shaky. I need to find Wes.

The screen door slams Mary’s dress sways Like a vision she dances across the
porch As the radio plays

Springsteen’s harmonica greets me in the next car. No Wes. I quickly scan the

seats, only to find other passengers. Ones without caramel fingertips, minding
their own business; just the type of salty people I need. I bet they’d let me

contemplate R and T in peace. What great people! I want to plop down next to
one of them and think; think about the business of sunlight on waves and lost

birds. But there aren’t any empty seats. And I have people to find. I stride down

Fiction

the aisle, my hands hovering over the seat backs ready to catch me if there’s a
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sudden stop. But I don’t think there will be. It’s a while before the next stop.
Make crosses from your lovers Throw roses in the rain Waste your summer
praying in vain…

I’m halfway across when I hear a rapping. A rapping on the chamber floor. But
Poe had it all wrong. The rapping was simply a tapping; tapping to the beat of

Springsteen. The old loon must’ve been too self-involved to realize it. He just sat
in his armchair and heard the tapping without the ‘Steen, the ‘Steen being a vital

part. If only he’d realized he could’ve tapped his own foot and sung along. Why’d
he have to be so stupid?

I look down to see a glossy white leg protruding from an aisle seat four rows
up. This gorgeous leg is tapping its purple high heels to the mellow beat of

Springsteen. I like the look of that leg and I like its groove. I want to meet the

owner of this leg so I can tell her the trouble she caused with Poe. I know it was

probably an accident, but she should know nonetheless. Maybe I can get a dance
in with her before I tell her. She might not be in the mood to dance after. It’s been
so long since I’ve danced. Not since Her.

Down the aisle I go, excited to meet the owner of this beautiful, groovy leg. I bet

she knows a lot of moves. I reach the leg’s row and I’m about to ask the owner to
dance when I see what’s really there. To my dismay, there is no owner to the leg.

It turns out the leg is just a leg. A beautiful one, but a leg nonetheless. It must’ve
hopped away somehow. It’s not the same dancing with just a leg, but I do it

anyway. All it does is make me sad. Tricked, just like ‘ol Poe. Maybe I’m as stupid
as him.

I move on, too tired and too skeeved by the awfulness of it all. As I open the door,
I don’t look back. Springsteen’s voice grows faint as I enter the inbetween space.

The shadows waltz across the floor, extending and receding. Even they get to

dance. And I can’t join in. So I watch their rhythmic movements, reveling in their
sweet blackness, and I think.
Here we go again

I kinda wanna be more than friends

The image skims across my consciousness like a smooth, flat stone on the water.
I told my mom we wouldn’t stay out late, but I had lied again. Instead, we ran

the night. And night running is not like regular running; it’s like swimming through
the Milky Way. Except this time we knew where we would end up. Usually, the

gravity from the giant black hole at the center of the Milky Way pulls us towards
some unknown place and time. But this time we knew. We went to the marsh

with matches and we set it on fire. We spun in the flames, grabbed them with

our fingertips and spun until the stars weren’t just in the sky, but all around us.

This was before the factory, of course. And we got home late. And our sneakers
squeaked through the halls.

Take a bite of my heart tonight

Fiction

What are you waiting for?

it all to stop. I don’t know anyone here. And still no Wes. Maybe he got sick of
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This car looks just like the others. Why did I think it’d be different? I just want

find him.

I’m about to walk down to the next car when blackness envelopes everything.
The train must be in the tunnel. Usually the lights come on, but I guess the
refugee kid cut all the power; stole it. There’s something about darkness.
Something honest.

The first one sparks to life two rows ahead. A little boy is waving it around through
the darkness. The sparkling light flickers across his eyes. Then another ignites.
And another. Soon sizzling colors fill the space. Yellow, blue, red, and purple.
They crackle and dance across the aisle, kissing each other with an electric

abandon. And it’s wild and beautiful for reasons I can’t explain. It’s the tunnel and
the music. It’s the spark in the darkness. It’s all of that and something more.
Hush, hush, the world is quiet

Hush, hush, we both can’t fight it

The smiling boy reaches out his sparkler hand, illuminated by the violet glow. He
wants me to have it; to join in the Big Bang. To participate in the wild, sparkling
revolution. I’m not usually one to join mobs, but this one seemed like it was

fighting for a worthy cause. So I reach out my hand to take the spark and become
one of these Spark People, but suddenly there’s a scream. Apparently one of

the sparks had sparked against a spark-prone part of the train. That damn faux
leather! It never did anyone any good! Now the seats are on fire and the flames
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everything and jumped off the train long ago. But Wes wouldn’t do that. I have to

tickle the ceiling and walls. Everyone shoves past me in a Spark People Frenzy.
They drop their sparks and squeeze through the door. But I know what’s back
there and I can’t go back. Colors shimmer on the floor as the seats burn. The

flames are spreading to the walls and to the ceiling. Now I’ll never join the Spark
People. Maybe that was their revolution all along; set the ultimate spark.

I run through the aisle, kicking up colors with my feet, feeling the burn all around
me. In the flickering darkness beneath the flames I see Her. Not Her, just Her
eyes. The only eyes that looked at me right. Hovering there, glistening like

marbles in the shadowy light. But I have to move because my skin is getting very
hot and my eyes very watery.
Here we go again, oh, oh

I burst through the door into the clean, sparkless air, but my eyes keep watering.
My vision is blurry. Like I’m looking through a cigar smoke haze. The tuggers
smoked too much again and don’t care enough to crack a window. I think of

Fiction

incense. Her incense. Lilacs. Watching its thin smoke twirl into the velvety light,
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filling the room with a summer haze. Ladybugs painting our walls. Counting

freckles with our lips. Waves of auburn locks splashing against my shoulder.

But smoke, too much smoke. The train speeds up through the tunnel and I keep
moving.

Now that she’s back in the atmosphere With drops of Jupiter in her hair, heyy, hey
The water won’t stop trickling from my eyes and I think how that’s some strong

cigar smoke. I keep running because it’s dark and I don’t want to think of Jupiter.

She acts like summer and walks like rain Reminds me that there’s time to change,
heyy, hey

I’m almost at the door and all I can think is how no one can walk like rain and

how stupid they are for saying so, for putting it in words and singing it and for

letting people sing along, believing that it’s possible. The drops hit the hot floor
and sizzle, almost waking the sleeping passengers. And the fumes from these

evaporating droplets only make my eyes water more. So I run, wishing my shoes
would squeak.

There is a house in New Orleans

This car is like the others, but I don’t recognize anything except eyes in the
darkness.

They call the Rising Sun

When you can’t see, you feel, right? Isn’t that how it works? The only thing I feel
are my feet pounding against the floor. And Her fingers through my hair.
She loves to laugh,
She loves to sing

She does everything

I’m not running fast enough. I speed up, hoping my legs are more reliable than

the one I saw before. Sliding door. Sliding door. Sliding door.
Oh, all night, all night
Oh, every night

They’re not. My legs, I mean. They let me down too. Because I’m on the

floor steps before the sliding door. Tripped on a lint roller probably. That wouldn’t
be beneath marshmallow woman, to throw a sticky wrench in everything just

towards the end. But this time I don’t know if I can get up. So I lay, ear to the thin
metal floor that separates me from the burning wheels.

She said, “Any way you want it That’s the way you need it

It’s odd hearing half Journey and half death. In one ear and out the other. Journey
to death. I don’t want to move. I want to channel these sounds and create my

own song. It’ll be a hit. Besides, I can’t get up, right? There’s probably caramel

holding me down. And there are no tuggers to help me. They’re too busy drinking
together below deck. And the egret is long gone. And R and T loved until they
couldn’t anymore. And I missed my chance with the Spark people. So where
Wes kneels down and his bottle cap pin hovers before my eyes.

“Whataya doin’ on the floor? Why would a man like you be in a position

like that?”

and I taste burnt sugar.

“Well, you found me. Now what?” he says. His eyes look like dark coffee

rings filled with the rings of a tree stump. Rings upon rings of sappy warmth.
I’m counting the rings when he says, “C’mon. You can’t stay here

forever, buddy.”

We’re up and he’s leading me to the next car. I feel heavy. Like a brass

statue trying to walk on the ocean floor. And in this sea of muffled sound there are
no stars to guide my way. Only a man with a bottle cap pin. I feel his rough hand
on my shoulder as he leads me on.

The door slides open and it’s quiet at first. Then I hear it. The violins; Her favorite
part.

‘Cause it’s a bittersweet symphony, this life Trying to make ends meet You’re a

slave to money then you die I’ll take you down the only road I’ve ever been down
You know the one that takes you to the places where all the veins meet yeah,

Our song. The song of wind-swept days and guacamole nights. Where

we killed the spark plug and built crab suits from paperclips. Where we swam

through the trigger streets and ate the bullets. Where we melted into each other
and watched the star factory plumes spiral into the nothingness at the center of

everything. Where we looked through the blackness of our eyes and drew cartoon
hearts. Where we drank old-fashioned grape soda and watched spark bugs sizzle
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“W…well, I was looking for you,” I mutter. The words stick in my throat

Fiction

does that leave me? Where does it? Leave me? On the floor of a speeding train.

in the night. Where we chapped our lips and jived to the rhythm of dishwashers
and refugee tin cans.

And everyone in the car is singing it; a choir of strangers singing in the

glow of the star factory and the lavender sky.

Well I never pray But tonight I’m on my knees yeah I need to hear some sounds

that recognize the pain in me, yeah I let the melody shine, let it cleanse my mind, I
feel free now But the airways are clean and there’s nobody singing to me now

Wes is calling my name. It echoes off the thin walls and breathes into my ears.

Yet I only hear her voice amid the violins and dishwashers. She keeps calling me,
nudging me, shaking me. Back car, right side, third row from the front, window
seat. But I know there’s no going back there, just like I know marshmallow

Fiction

woman will keep rolling her lint roller back and forth.
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Dave Vitola
Dan glanced over at his best friend and realized that he barely knew the guy. The
two had become inseparable in a short four months, much to the dismay of Dan’s
parents. Dan wasn’t even sure that he knew Tyler’s middle name. He couldn’t
explain to his parents or his old friends why he and Tyler had been hanging out
every single night since they met. He wasn’t sure he even knew why. Tyler would
call, or simply show up in Dan’s driveway. Dan would simply answer his phone, or
simply get into Tyler’s car.
Tyler slumped in the driver’s seat with one hand perched carelessly on the
wheel, gazing out through the windshield, but not necessarily at the road ahead.
mysterious cuts, cigarette burns, and failed amateur tattoos. His glassy eyes
suddenly sharpened and darted down to his phone. Now diverting his attention
younger boy beside him.
“Look at them titties.” This was a phrase that Dan had heard dozens of times out
of Tyler’s mouth.
Dan pushed out an automated response, “Pretty rad, dude.” He squinted at
the cracked phone screen as he recognized the naked girl from the hallways at
school. Dan thought she looked much older without her clothes. The gems on
Tyler’s phone were the closest he’d come to seeing a naked girl. This time, her
facial expression was an awkward mix between seductive and uncomfortable. He
knew Tyler must have concocted the perfect combination of words to make the
impressionable freshman strip in front of her dirty stickered mirror, lock herself
in her room away from her parents, and take a carefully angled snapshot of her
perky breasts. As his eyes scanned the low-resolution cell phone nude, a text
message appeared on the screen.
TEXT MESSAGE: MATT
“Who the hell is Matt?” Dan asked as he handed the phone back to
Tyler.
“Matt is the nude underage girl I just showed you.”
Dan looked puzzled.
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completely from the road, he handed his beat up cell phone to the nervous
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The twenty-year-old super senior outstretched a single pale arm covered in

“Her name is Rachel,” Tyler explained. “I changed her contact name to Matt so
that if Emily ever goes through my phone, she won’t think I’m texting some slut.
She’ll think I’m texting Matt.”
Emily, a college girl, was lucky enough to get the girlfriend title from Tyler, but
she was simply the girl who Tyler fucked most often. Aside from Emily, Tyler
never mentioned another close friend. Dan assumed anyone close to Tyler had
graduated years ago, or grown tired of his antics. He thought Tyler was the type
of guy who would never hesitate to burn a bridge, even if just for the hell of it.
Tyler never had anything nice to say about anyone, other than lewd comments
about younger girls.
Tyler recklessly steered his clunky hand-me-down car past the high school,
going at least thirty miles per hour over the speed limit. Dan caught a glimpse of

Fiction

the climbing speedometer and felt a lump forming in his throat. He would never
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ask Tyler to slow down. He would never question Tyler when he shoved cheap
electronics into his fuzzy peacoat before walking casually out of their painfully
suburban Wal-Mart with a smirk on his face. If you questioned Tyler, he would
either call you a pussy, or shove his finger up his nose and smear some snot on
your shirt. Tyler had a flair for the dramatic and the absurd, and he hated driving
the speed limit. Dan turned to press his forehead against the smudgy passenger
side window as he saw a blurred image of the back steps to the school enter then
quickly exit his peripheral vision. The steps brought him back to the day that he
first met Tyler.
*
Dan leaned against the uneven bricks behind the school as his nervous eyes
scanned the street for his mother’s SUV. His first week of high school had been
painfully long, just as he predicted. He’d labeled a fresh binder for every class
with a black Sharpie his mother had given him. “Stay organized,” she advised him
before his first day. The crowded hallways were a maze of confusion and anxiety.
The jumbled conversations of upperclassman were so loud that they became
a silence, a deafening white noise. They talked mostly about Christian, a boy
from Dan’s class who had committed suicide on the first day of school. Maybe
Christian just couldn’t bare the thought of four years at Rockford High.
The four years that stretched ahead of Dan might as well have been an eternity.
He would work his hardest to bring home a clean report card to his parents, a

mark of excellence to be held under his father’s microscope of expectation. God
forbid he receive any grade lower than a B minus. Dan longed for relief from the
academic conveyer belt he’d been riding since his mother dropped him off at
preschool. He’d memorize pointless facts and figures to scribble down on his
exams, simply go through the motions. He felt more like a convicted criminal on
death row than a middle class white kid in a wealthy shoreline town. He looked
down at his clammy palms to avoid meeting the gaze of any stranger. Just as he
began to drift into a tired contemplative daze, a heavy messenger bag plopped
down into his hands.
“Could you hold this for a sec, Guy?” A kid who looked like he could have been
in his thirties handed Dan the bag before he had a chance to respond. Dan could
smell old Marlboro twenty-sevens on the kid’s breath as he added, “Wait. I forgot
something.” Tyler looked directly at Dan’s face, but something about the green
joke on him? Was this some sort of test? An initiation? Maybe it was the razored
blonde bangs that obscured the true intention behind the eyes. Maybe it was the
had been shoveling into his vulgar mouth since he was thirteen that gave the
glassy orbs such an ambiguous sheen. Without breaking the semi-eye contact
he’d established, Tyler plunged his poorly tattooed arm into the bag without
taking it from Dan’s hand. He dug out a six-pack of chocolate pudding snacks
and added in a quiet voice, “be right back.”
Tyler power-walked across the school parking lot, leaving a very puzzled Dan
behind with his bag. Dan stared in a nervous stupor to see what the older kid
would do next. He stood like a statue with the bag, not adjusting his posture
even in the slightest way. Tyler approached a small red sports car and set the
pudding snacks on the hood. He peeled back the shiny foil lid of the first pudding
snack, then turned the cup of pudding upside down on the windshield. As a thick
chocolaty glob ran down the windshield onto the hood, Dan began to survey the
parking lot in disbelief. A group of senior girls gawked at the casually whistling
pudding vandal, as other groups of recently dismissed students turned to
observe the spectacle. Dan’s forehead began to perspire as Tyler systematically
opened the remaining five pudding snacks and inverted them on the windshield.
When the deed was done, Tyler casually strolled back to Dan and took his bag.
“Thanks, dude. Hey, do you need a ride home?”
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carelessly prescribed combination of ADD medication and antidepressants Tyler
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eyes made them appear to be looking straight through him. Was Tyler playing a

The only word Dan could manage to squeak out was, “Sure.” After realizing what
he’d agreed to, he began to tremble with fear. He couldn’t actually tell this kid
that he was waiting for his mother to pick him up, could he? What would happen
when his mom got to the school? He would just have to text her on the way
home to tell her he was getting a ride. As he climbed into the car through the
dented passenger side door, a pungent cigarette smell that reminded Dan of his
grandmother’s house invaded his nostrils.
Tyler lit a cigarette and started the car as he asked, “Where do you live, kid?”
“Brookstone Hill. Why did you, um. What’s with the pudding?”
“She made me wear a condom. I fucking hate condoms. I’m Tyler. What’s your
name?”
Dan answered in a shaky voice as he composed the text message to his mother.

Fiction

“I fucking hate condoms, Dan.” Dan wouldn’t be taking the bus to school
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anymore or waiting for his mother to pick him up. Tyler told him the bus was beat,
and he’d be by his house the next morning to give him a lift to school.
*
The school parking lot faded away into the night as the two friends
turned onto a back road. Dan didn’t care how little he knew about Tyler, or how
insanely nervous he made him. He had an older friend, a protector in the hostile
hallways of Rockford High School. He had an older friend who smoked and
swore in front of administrators before greeting them with a cheery hand wave.
He had an older friend who was rumored to have cut some sophomore girl’s legs
up with a butter knife before having kinky sex with her one room over from her
police officer father. Tyler’s persona at school was made of an elaborate web of
stories like these, many of which were true. Dan loved confirming these stories
to his old, boring friends. Dan’s old friends wouldn’t dream of ditching class or
getting nudes from girls they barely knew. They were boring. They still played with
Pokémon cards. Nameless jocks and even teachers looked on at Dan and Tyler,
puzzled by the unlikely partnership.
The two boys drove around on this particular Friday evening with no real
destination. Tyler rarely had one. The stars always looked so bright from Tyler’s
car. Dan felt like a conquistador when he and Tyler would drive around at night.
His older friend had a driver’s license, so the world was theirs, a world beyond
report cards and math tests. Suddenly, Tyler screeched the car to a halt, sloppily
shifted it into park, and stepped out into the street.

Tyler plunged his ever-fidgeting hands into the pockets of his coat as
he made his way towards a small stone wall at the edge of someone’s yard.
He removed one hand from his coat and picked up an angular stone from the
top of the wall. Dan could see Tyler’s breath hanging in the air as he casually
commanded, “Get in the driver’s seat.”
Dan didn’t even have a license, but he found himself gripping the warm steering
wheel with Tyler in the passenger seat petting the bumpy rock like it was the
family cat. “Put the car in drive, and step on the gas as hard as you can.”
The boat-sized car flew down the pitch-dark road as Tyler leaned his
entire body out the window. He effortlessly tossed his new pet rock into the back
window of a pickup truck parked alongside the woodsy road. The sound was
more like a gun shot than a rock crashing through the window.
“Fuck.” Dan was too shocked to yell the obscenity, so he said it just loud
wear a condom or something?”
“Who? Tyler asked as he lit a cigarette. “Oh. Dude, no. I don’t know
now so I can drop you off and go home? I need to jerk off.”
Dan stepped out of the driver’s seat into his driveway. He hoped his
mother wasn’t looking out the window, but he knew Tyler wouldn’t bother to
explain their night to his mother when he got home. He envied this deeply. As
Tyler waved goodbye and pulled away, Dan felt his stomach drop. What did he
just do? Dan felt like an accessory to murder. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen
Tyler do something insane, but it was the first time he’d had any hand in his
antics. He’d usually just watch in disbelief. Lost in his guilty thoughts, he stared
up at the light in his mother’s window. A cold raindrop hit his forehead before a
sudden downpour began to soak his denim jacket. He had just been initiated as a
disciple of Tyler.
Dan spent the next day helping his father paint the deck behind their
house. Dan couldn’t understand why his father insisted on painting the deck
every fall, only to have it fade back to grey throughout the year. He fielded the
usual questions as they worked about how school was going, or if he was into
any girls from class. He thought about the rock sitting in the backseat of the
pickup, surrounded by shards of glass. He sloped the thick white paint onto the
railing as he struggled to keep his eyes open. He stared down at wavy lines of
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whose truck that is.” He let out a goofy laugh. “Can you drive us to your house
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enough that he could hear it himself. “What the fuck, dude? Did she make you

paint, noticing every imperfection in the grains of the deck. He wanted to obscure
the ugly lines. He lathered on more and more layers of paint until his father
interrupted his trance.
“Dan. Way too much paint, buddy. Wake up.” Before Dan could respond, he
heard Tyler’s car rumble up the gravel driveway.
“Gotta go. Sorry, Dad.” Dan dropped the brush into the puddle of paint
and made his way around the house into the driveway.
As Dan was about to climb into the passenger seat of the car, an unfamiliar set
of eyes stared up at him. The college girl occupying his usual seat said nothing,
but Dan found himself awkwardly frozen in her line of sight. This must have been
Emily. Her orange hair was knotted into a loose bun on top of her head. Her
plump lips were perfectly pursed around a cigarette, and her red lipstick left a
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stain around the filter. She wore a low-cut black shirt that made Dan’s jeans feel
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tight. The infatuated boy finally took the hint to climb into the back seat.
Tyler turned out of the driveway and onto the main road. “We have to drop
Smelly off at her house real quick.” The girl shot him an annoyed gaze as she
dragged her cigarette without inhaling the smoke. This was Tyler’s special
way of introducing Dan to his girlfriend. As Tyler cranked his music to avoid
conversation, Dan could hardly stop staring at the side of Emily’s face. The
setting sun illuminated her eyelashes and accentuated her cheekbones. He saw
her eyes dart into the rearview mirror. He was petrified that she had caught him
staring at her, so he averted his gaze to the floor of the car.
Dan noticed that his feet were buried up to his ankles in a sea of crinkled white
papers. He squinted down at the mess beneath him and discovered that the
papers were pieces of mail. Some of the mail had been recklessly torn open,
and other mail looked untouched. Dan picked up an envelope and read an
unpronounceable Chinese name to himself. In the front seat, Tyler’s hand rested
possessively on Emily’s leg. Dan dropped the letter by his feet and picked up
another envelope. This mail was addressed to a completely different person, a
Michael Reeves. Dan continued to rifle through the mail until Tyler’s car pulled in
front of a red house with a covered up swimming pool out front.
“Later, babe.” Tyler said without looking at Emily. Suddenly, he buried his face in
her chest and began making a shrill squeaking noise.
“Ew, Tyler! Fuck off.” She shoved him off of her body and exited the car,
tossing her half smoked cigarette onto her stepfather’s lawn.

“Love you too!” Tyler chuckled and looked back at Dan. “You coming up
front, dude?” Dan kicked the mail away from his shoes and climbed into the front
seat. It still felt warm from Emily’s body. He couldn’t believe how blatantly rude
Tyler had been to her. She was a goddess in his virgin eyes.
“I’m not sure if I even want to ask you this, but why is your back seat full
of mail?” Dan looked over at Tyler and continued to think about Emily.
“I didn’t end up going home to jerk off after I dropped you off last night. I
was feeling restless, so I played mail man bandit.”
Dan thought about what this might mean as he peered down at his
phone to check its battery life. His parents could angrily text him inquiring about
his whereabouts at any moment. They constantly warned that late weekend
nights would mess up Dan’s sleep schedule for school during the week. “Mail
man bandit?”
the mail right out of the mailboxes. I figured there are probably paychecks and
birthday cards and shit in there. Besides, I found an instructional DVD on how to
Just as Tyler finished his sentence, the car screeched to a stop. Dan’s
window rolled down with a desperate squeak. He looked to his right and saw a
mailbox shaped like a largemouth bass. The postal fish stared him in the face as
he heard Tyler’s voice from over his shoulder.
“Give it a whirl. Maybe we can learn a new language tonight.” Dan
plunged his hand into the bass and pulled out some white envelopes. There was
no lump in his throat, but a refreshing rise in his chest. The hairs on Dan’s neck
stood up. Tyler peeled out away from the house. He snatched the mail from Dan,
taking his hand off the wheel but continuing to accelerate.
“Junk mail, fuck that. Bills, fuck that.” Dan watched the road ahead of
them as Tyler continued to press the gas. The wheel began to turn gradually to
the left as the double yellow line drifted off-center.
“Yo, take the wheel for me.” Dan reached over in a panic and began to
steer the car back toward the center of the road. “Post cards, fuck that. Dude
has shitty mail.” Tyler tossed the envelopes into his back seat and took the wheel
back from Dan.
Hours passed as the friends invaded all kinds of mailboxes. Some
mailboxes had stars painted on them. Some mailboxes were duct taped to their
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speak Swahili. Shit’s dope.”
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“I just drove to a bunch of random houses all over town and swiped

posts because middle schoolers had smashed them up on mischief night. Some
had doors, some did not. By 11:00 PM, the back seat was completely obscured
by mail. Dan’s hands felt dry and raw from handling coarse paper all night.
Relatively satisfied with their haul, Tyler turned to Dan. “Ask your ma if you can
sleep out tonight. We’ve gotta smoke some drugs and sort through all this mail.”
This would be Dan’s first time at Tyler’s house.
The car pulled into a small driveway past a white picket fence and a row
of beautifully maintained shrubbery. Tyler kicked his front door open and barged
into the house with trash bags full of mail slung over his shoulders, like some sort
of demented Santa Claus who couldn’t manage to get in through the chimney. He
led Dan through a sparkling clean kitchen where a plate of freshly baked muffins
sat on a granite counter top. Tyler bent over like a grazing cow and sucked one of
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the muffins into his mouth. He chewed the muffin along with its paper sleeve like
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a savage as the pair walked toward the stairs, past a sleeping man on the couch
who held a half-empty bottle of whisky like a child might hold a teddy bear. Dan
thought the man looked exactly how Tyler would look in fifteen years.
When Tyler opened the door to his room, a strange red glow temporarily
blinded Dan. The only source of light in the room was a cracked lamp with no
lampshade, with a crooked red light bulb screwed into it. The room smelled of
wet pennies, and there were crumpled cigarette butts sprouting out of almost
every flat surface in the room. This room looked like some sort of crime scene.
It stood in outrageous contrast to the rest of the cozy but beautiful Rockford
home. Holes had been punched in three out of the room’s four walls. Centerfolds
from cheap porno magazines lined the walls, presumably obscuring more holes
that Tyler had punched. Two old-fashioned stereo speakers sat on the stained
greenish rug, one with the speaker cone dangling out by a single wire. Gnarled
potted plants were randomly dispersed throughout the bedroom.
“What’s with the plants, man?” Dan scanned the glowing red room.
“I piss in them. I hate going downstairs to the bathroom. I don’t like
running into my big drunk dad.” This accounted for the wet pennies smell. Tyler
turned to his messy bed and began to dump out the bags of mail. “Let’s get to
work, my boy.” Tyler pulled out a joint from under his stained mattress.
The two passed the joint back and fourth until it burned out in what
seemed to Dan like thirty seconds. Dan’s high did not slowly ease in, it smacked
him in the face in an instant. Dan began to quiver with the pot smoke clouding

his brain. His eyes stung, and his fingers had pins and needles. He thought about
the sleeping man downstairs on the couch. Did he care that his son was getting
high? Something about the red light made Dan feel like he was swallowing a
knife. Who could live in a room like this? He looked up at the petty criminal who
he called his best friend. Tyler’s eyes were pure white, not a spot of red in them.
His dilated pupils quickly examined each piece of stolen mail. In the sea of mail,
one off-white envelope stood out to Dan. The address was scribbled in sloppy
pen strokes. He wondered how a mailman could even make out the hieroglyphic
address. He scooped the piece of mail off the floor, tore open the envelope, and
began to read it aloud.
“Dear Friend, where do I begin? This is the last time you’ll hear from me.
I would have called, but a letter just seems much more significant, doesn’t it?”
Dan looked up at Tyler, who was apparently uninterested in his narration as he put
Dan went on in a tired voice. “I can’t continue to live in this house
anymore. The neighbor’s dog is too loud. I want to choke it to death. Meredith’s
energy to even pretend to maintain it any longer. I’m sorry the encounter at the
birthday party will be our last meeting. I hope you can remember me for how I
used to be, and not how I’ve become. Meredith says the cake stains will never
come off the rug, but I really don’t give a shit about that rug anymore, or any rug
for that matter.”
Tyler interrupted, “Coupons. This lady gets hundreds of coupons
mailed to her house.” Tyler ripped an envelope and chucked it under his bed.
Dan’s eyes followed the envelope, which landed next to a pair of crumpled purple
panties. Dan shoved the letter he’d been reading into his pocket, and thought
immediately of Emily. He wondered if the purple underwear belonged to her, or
a nameless freshman. Dan pictured her cheekbones. His mouth opened quickly
before he could account for his words.
“You really just like, cheat on her all the time?” Dan looked up at Tyler,
half regretting what he’d asked. His mouth was incredibly dry, lined with thick
foam.
“Who?” Tyler pretended to be puzzled as he ripped up a birthday card,
saving the check that was inside. “Emily? Yeah, dude. She’s not around much.
High school girls are way too easy to fuck. I just get bored.” The words dripped
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fits are getting worse all the time. The lawn is turning yellow, and I haven’t the
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aside a ten-dollar bill from a birthday card.

out of his mouth in an effortless drawl that made Dan want to grab him by his
stupid fucking blonde hair and rip the sharp strands from his head. Dan stood
up on legs that felt like jelly and made his way towards Tyler’s worn out bedroom
door.
“I’m tired. I’m going home.” Tyler looked puzzled, but simply waved
goodbye with a few pieces of mail clinched between his teeth.
“You’re gonna walk home? Don’t you think that’s a little far? Stay.”
Tyler’s eyes shot up at the trembling boy, testing his obedience. Tyler didn’t want
to be alone in his red room all night.
“I could use a walk. I’m fucking blazed. Bye, Tyler.”
Dan didn’t explain to his mother where he was. He’d simply been out
with Tyler somewhere. As he lay in his bed, having not yet removed his clothes,
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he could feel the mattress pushing back up against his vertebrae. Coming down
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from his high, his thoughts began to swirl. When he shut his eyes, he could still
see a red dot on the inside of his eyelids. A burned image of the red light bulb’s
searing filament made his face burn as he lay completely still. He could smell
cheap weed and mail on his fingers as he pulled his sheets up to his chin. He
remembered the letter he’d been reading at Tyler’s house. He reached into his
pants pocket and began to read the remainder of the letter, using his phone as a
light.
“I’m telling you all this, old friend, because you are my oldest friend.
I’ve filled a briefcase with my savings, and I aim to drive until I feel like stopping.
Please do not inform Meredith, or anyone else of my decision. Please forgive
my disappearance. This is what’s best for me, and I hope to never come back.
Good luck with the store, and tell Junior I said hello. See you never, and thanks
for being there.
I’m free now. –Q.”
Dan thought about what Q might look like. He pictured an old,
balding man with a bit of an overbite. He pictured a man who’d given up on his
passions, and realized that his marriage was failing. Dan wondered what kind
of cake they ate at the birthday party. He wondered how it wound up all over
the rug. He thought of ice cream cake, the kind with the brown crumbs inside.
He wondered if the intended recipient of the letter would even miss Q, or if he
was simply the only friend that Q ever had. What a shame that Q’s friend would
never receive the letter. Dan wished he’d saved the envelope. He’d have made

sure the letter made it back to the right house. With the letter still in his hand, the
boy’s eyes began to close. He wouldn’t go to school on Monday. He’d fake sick.
He didn’t want to see Tyler, who he knew would simply drive around and steal
mail without him after school.
*
Dan fingered some loose change in his pocket as he stood in the parking lot
after class. It was Tuesday. His mother reasoned that he couldn’t possibly be
sick anymore. She didn’t want him to fall behind. He avoided looking into the
parking lot by staring up at the half-mast American flag, barely wavering in
the dead air. He thought about the boy from class named Christian who hung
himself. Dan wondered if he wrote a letter to anyone, a suicide note. Tyler had
pointed out the garage he had done it in as they drove by on one of their nightly
thought about the mail, Q’s letter that would never reach the right friend. The
pet rock. He felt bony fingers wrap around his wrist as his body was dragged
“C’mon dude!” Tyler looked panicked as he led Dan towards his car.
“I’ve got to tell you some crazy shit. Where have you been?”
“Sick. What do you have to tell me? Are you ok?” Dan climbed into the
car. Tyler began to speed away from the school without responding. He looked
incredibly distraught. This was the first time Dan had ever detected this emotion
in his face. Tyler looked like he was actually concerned about something. Was
this possible? It began to downpour outside as the car reached sixty miles per
hour.
“She’s pregnant.” Tyler’s voice quietly trembled. Dan said nothing. He
thought of Emily.
“She’s fucking pregnant!” Tyler’s voice bloomed into a wavering
scream.
“I hate condoms, Dan. What am I gonna do?” Tyler’s canvas sneaker pressed
even harder on the gas.
“Tyler! Slow down, dude. It’s raining.” Tyler didn’t even so much as entertain the
idea of slowing down.
*
Phillip Mahoney reached into his mailbox and pulled out a handful of nothing.
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towards the parking lot.
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adventures. Dan looked down at his hands as if they were murder weapons. He

He looked over at his red pickup truck. The trash bag over his shattered rear
window rustled in the rain, taunting the drunken man as he stood outside
getting soaked. His wife looked out the living room window at him with disgust.
He angrily slammed the door to his rusted tin mailbox. The body shop was
supposed to send over a quote for the repairs by today. Phillip thought of the
scrawny twenty-something year old shit at the shop that assured him the quote
would be in his mail by Tuesday. Fucking liar.
Phillip got into his beloved truck, took a swig from his flask, and violently revved
the engine. He’d go to the shop and break the kid’s nose. His bleary eyes
struggled to make out the road ahead of him as he sped toward the center of
town. He flicked on the windshield wipers only after the windshield had gone
completely opaque with dirty rainwater. Maybe Phillip ignored the red light
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ahead of him. Maybe he just didn’t see it. What he did see was a huge clunky
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hand-me-down car, which instantly appeared in front of him. A smash.
*
Dan stepped out into the pouring rain over a sheet of broken glass. An
angry, bloodied man hobbled out of his truck and reached for his cell phone.
Dan looked over at Tyler, who was throwing some baggies into the woods,
presumably preparing for the police to show up.
“Good one, asshole!” barked the bloodied man at Tyler, before
informing the police of his whereabouts.
Dan trembled slightly in the rain as his hand made its way into his
pocket. He thought of calling his parents, but felt a wrinkled piece of paper next
to his phone. He pulled out Q’s letter, as the rain began to erase the sloppy pen
strokes from the brown paper. Dan read his favorite line in a quiet voice five
times over, “This is what’s best for me, and I hope to never come back.”
The rain had erased almost the entire letter when Dan dropped the
wet paper onto the pavement. He’d memorized most of it anyway. He saw one
police officer questioning Tyler, as another officer searched through the back of
his car. When the cop swung open the rear door on the driver’s side, a sea of
mail poured out onto the street. Tyler’s mail would probably end up in evidence
bags, and the cops would discover that this wasn’t Tyler’s mail at all. Tampering
with mail was, after all, a federal offence.
Dan wasn’t sure what would happen to Tyler. Dan wasn’t sure if Tyler
would rat him out as an accomplice to his mail theft. As the boy brushed his wet

hair from his face, all he could think about was Q’s letter. He thought of holding
his first high school report card out in the rain, erasing the ink, and showing the
soggy page to his father. He thought that maybe he’d stop going to school. He
wouldn’t make an excuse, he’d simply stop showing up. He thought of writing
his own letter. He’d send it to Tyler, no matter where Tyler would end up. Maybe
Tyler would never even get the letter, but someone would have to read it.
Dan glanced over at his best friend and realized that he barely knew the guy.
The two had become inseparable in a short four months, much to the dismay
of Dan’s parents. Dan wasn’t even sure that he knew Tyler’s middle name. He
couldn’t explain to his parents or his old friends why he and Tyler had been
hanging out every single night since they met. He wasn’t sure he even knew
why. Tyler would call, or simply show up in Dan’s driveway. Dan would simply
answer his phone, or simply get into Tyler’s car.
wheel, gazing out through the windshield, but not necessarily at the road ahead.
The twenty-year-old super senior outstretched a single pale arm covered in
suddenly sharpened and darted down to his phone. Now diverting his attention
completely from the road, he handed his beat up cell phone to the nervous
younger boy beside him.
“Look at them titties.” This was a phrase that Dan had heard dozens of times
out of Tyler’s mouth.
Dan pushed out an automated response, “Pretty rad, dude.” He squinted at
the cracked phone screen as he recognized the naked girl from the hallways at
school. Dan thought she looked much older without her clothes. The gems on
Tyler’s phone were the closest he’d come to seeing a naked girl. This time, her
facial expression was an awkward mix between seductive and uncomfortable.
He knew Tyler must have concocted the perfect combination of words to make
the impressionable freshman strip in front of her dirty stickered mirror, lock
herself in her room away from her parents, and take a carefully angled snapshot
of her perky breasts. As his eyes scanned the low-resolution cell phone nude, a
text message appeared on the screen.
TEXT MESSAGE: MATT
“Who the hell is Matt?” Dan asked as he handed the phone back to
Tyler.
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mysterious cuts, cigarette burns, and failed amateur tattoos. His glassy eyes
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Tyler slumped in the driver’s seat with one hand perched carelessly on the

“Matt is the nude underage girl I just showed you.”
Dan looked puzzled.
“Her name is Rachel,” Tyler explained. “I changed her contact name to Matt so
that if Emily ever goes through my phone, she won’t think I’m texting some slut.
She’ll think I’m texting Matt.”
Emily, a college girl, was lucky enough to get the girlfriend title from Tyler, but
she was simply the girl who Tyler fucked most often. Aside from Emily, Tyler
never mentioned another close friend. Dan assumed anyone close to Tyler had
graduated years ago, or grown tired of his antics. He thought Tyler was the type
of guy who would never hesitate to burn a bridge, even if just for the hell of it.
Tyler never had anything nice to say about anyone, other than lewd comments
about younger girls.

Fiction

Tyler recklessly steered his clunky hand-me-down car past the high school,
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going at least thirty miles per hour over the speed limit. Dan caught a glimpse of
the climbing speedometer and felt a lump forming in his throat. He would never
ask Tyler to slow down. He would never question Tyler when he shoved cheap
electronics into his fuzzy peacoat before walking casually out of their painfully
suburban Wal-Mart with a smirk on his face. If you questioned Tyler, he would
either call you a pussy, or shove his finger up his nose and smear some snot on
your shirt. Tyler had a flair for the dramatic and the absurd, and he hated driving
the speed limit. Dan turned to press his forehead against the smudgy passenger
side window as he saw a blurred image of the back steps to the school enter
then quickly exit his peripheral vision. The steps brought him back to the day
that he first met Tyler.
*
Dan leaned against the uneven bricks behind the school as his nervous eyes
scanned the street for his mother’s SUV. His first week of high school had been
painfully long, just as he predicted. He’d labeled a fresh binder for every class
with a black Sharpie his mother had given him. “Stay organized,” she advised
him before his first day. The crowded hallways were a maze of confusion and
anxiety. The jumbled conversations of upperclassman were so loud that they
became a silence, a deafening white noise. They talked mostly about Christian,
a boy from Dan’s class who had committed suicide on the first day of school.
Maybe Christian just couldn’t bare the thought of four years at Rockford High.
The four years that stretched ahead of Dan might as well have been an eternity.

He would work his hardest to bring home a clean report card to his parents, a
mark of excellence to be held under his father’s microscope of expectation. God
forbid he receive any grade lower than a B minus. Dan longed for relief from the
academic conveyer belt he’d been riding since his mother dropped him off at
preschool. He’d memorize pointless facts and figures to scribble down on his
exams, simply go through the motions. He felt more like a convicted criminal on
death row than a middle class white kid in a wealthy shoreline town. He looked
down at his clammy palms to avoid meeting the gaze of any stranger. Just as he
began to drift into a tired contemplative daze, a heavy messenger bag plopped
down into his hands.
“Could you hold this for a sec, Guy?” A kid who looked like he could have been
in his thirties handed Dan the bag before he had a chance to respond. Dan
could smell old Marlboro twenty-sevens on the kid’s breath as he added, “Wait.
the green eyes made them appear to be looking straight through him. Was Tyler
playing a joke on him? Was this some sort of test? An initiation? Maybe it was
Maybe it was the carelessly prescribed combination of ADD medication and
antidepressants Tyler had been shoveling into his vulgar mouth since he was
thirteen that gave the glassy orbs such an ambiguous sheen. Without breaking
the semi-eye contact he’d established, Tyler plunged his poorly tattooed
arm into the bag without taking it from Dan’s hand. He dug out a six-pack of
chocolate pudding snacks and added in a quiet voice, “be right back.”
Tyler power-walked across the school parking lot, leaving a very puzzled Dan
behind with his bag. Dan stared in a nervous stupor to see what the older kid
would do next. He stood like a statue with the bag, not adjusting his posture
even in the slightest way. Tyler approached a small red sports car and set
the pudding snacks on the hood. He peeled back the shiny foil lid of the first
pudding snack, then turned the cup of pudding upside down on the windshield.
As a thick chocolaty glob ran down the windshield onto the hood, Dan began to
survey the parking lot in disbelief. A group of senior girls gawked at the casually
whistling pudding vandal, as other groups of recently dismissed students
turned to observe the spectacle. Dan’s forehead began to perspire as Tyler
systematically opened the remaining five pudding snacks and inverted them on
the windshield. When the deed was done, Tyler casually strolled back to Dan
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the razored blonde bangs that obscured the true intention behind the eyes.
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I forgot something.” Tyler looked directly at Dan’s face, but something about

and took his bag. “Thanks, dude. Hey, do you need a ride home?”
The only word Dan could manage to squeak out was, “Sure.” After realizing
what he’d agreed to, he began to tremble with fear. He couldn’t actually tell this
kid that he was waiting for his mother to pick him up, could he? What would
happen when his mom got to the school? He would just have to text her on the
way home to tell her he was getting a ride. As he climbed into the car through
the dented passenger side door, a pungent cigarette smell that reminded Dan of
his grandmother’s house invaded his nostrils.
Tyler lit a cigarette and started the car as he asked, “Where do you live, kid?”
“Brookstone Hill. Why did you, um. What’s with the pudding?”
“She made me wear a condom. I fucking hate condoms. I’m Tyler. What’s your
name?”

Fiction

Dan answered in a shaky voice as he composed the text message to his mother.
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“I fucking hate condoms, Dan.” Dan wouldn’t be taking the bus to school
anymore or waiting for his mother to pick him up. Tyler told him the bus was
beat, and he’d be by his house the next morning to give him a lift to school.
*
The school parking lot faded away into the night as the two friends
turned onto a back road. Dan didn’t care how little he knew about Tyler, or how
insanely nervous he made him. He had an older friend, a protector in the hostile
hallways of Rockford High School. He had an older friend who smoked and
swore in front of administrators before greeting them with a cheery hand wave.
He had an older friend who was rumored to have cut some sophomore girl’s legs
up with a butter knife before having kinky sex with her one room over from her
police officer father. Tyler’s persona at school was made of an elaborate web of
stories like these, many of which were true. Dan loved confirming these stories
to his old, boring friends. Dan’s old friends wouldn’t dream of ditching class or
getting nudes from girls they barely knew. They were boring. They still played
with Pokémon cards. Nameless jocks and even teachers looked on at Dan and
Tyler, puzzled by the unlikely partnership.
The two boys drove around on this particular Friday evening with no real
destination. Tyler rarely had one. The stars always looked so bright from Tyler’s
car. Dan felt like a conquistador when he and Tyler would drive around at night.
His older friend had a driver’s license, so the world was theirs, a world beyond
report cards and math tests. Suddenly, Tyler screeched the car to a halt, sloppily

shifted it into park, and stepped out into the street.
Tyler plunged his ever-fidgeting hands into the pockets of his coat as
he made his way towards a small stone wall at the edge of someone’s yard.
He removed one hand from his coat and picked up an angular stone from the
top of the wall. Dan could see Tyler’s breath hanging in the air as he casually
commanded, “Get in the driver’s seat.”
Dan didn’t even have a license, but he found himself gripping the warm steering
wheel with Tyler in the passenger seat petting the bumpy rock like it was the
family cat. “Put the car in drive, and step on the gas as hard as you can.”
The boat-sized car flew down the pitch-dark road as Tyler leaned his
entire body out the window. He effortlessly tossed his new pet rock into the
back window of a pickup truck parked alongside the woodsy road. The sound
was more like a gun shot than a rock crashing through the window.
loud enough that he could hear it himself. “What the fuck, dude? Did she make
you wear a condom or something?”
whose truck that is.” He let out a goofy laugh. “Can you drive us to your house
now so I can drop you off and go home? I need to jerk off.”
Dan stepped out of the driver’s seat into his driveway. He hoped his
mother wasn’t looking out the window, but he knew Tyler wouldn’t bother to
explain their night to his mother when he got home. He envied this deeply. As
Tyler waved goodbye and pulled away, Dan felt his stomach drop. What did he
just do? Dan felt like an accessory to murder. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen
Tyler do something insane, but it was the first time he’d had any hand in his
antics. He’d usually just watch in disbelief. Lost in his guilty thoughts, he stared
up at the light in his mother’s window. A cold raindrop hit his forehead before a
sudden downpour began to soak his denim jacket. He had just been initiated as
a disciple of Tyler.
Dan spent the next day helping his father paint the deck behind their
house. Dan couldn’t understand why his father insisted on painting the deck
every fall, only to have it fade back to grey throughout the year. He fielded the
usual questions as they worked about how school was going, or if he was into
any girls from class. He thought about the rock sitting in the backseat of the
pickup, surrounded by shards of glass. He sloped the thick white paint onto
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“Who? Tyler asked as he lit a cigarette. “Oh. Dude, no. I don’t know
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“Fuck.” Dan was too shocked to yell the obscenity, so he said it just

the railing as he struggled to keep his eyes open. He stared down at wavy lines
of paint, noticing every imperfection in the grains of the deck. He wanted to
obscure the ugly lines. He lathered on more and more layers of paint until his
father interrupted his trance.
“Dan. Way too much paint, buddy. Wake up.” Before Dan could respond, he
heard Tyler’s car rumble up the gravel driveway.
“Gotta go. Sorry, Dad.” Dan dropped the brush into the puddle of paint
and made his way around the house into the driveway.
As Dan was about to climb into the passenger seat of the car, an unfamiliar set
of eyes stared up at him. The college girl occupying his usual seat said nothing,
but Dan found himself awkwardly frozen in her line of sight. This must have been
Emily. Her orange hair was knotted into a loose bun on top of her head. Her
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plump lips were perfectly pursed around a cigarette, and her red lipstick left a

Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

106

stain around the filter. She wore a low-cut black shirt that made Dan’s jeans feel
tight. The infatuated boy finally took the hint to climb into the back seat.
Tyler turned out of the driveway and onto the main road. “We have to drop
Smelly off at her house real quick.” The girl shot him an annoyed gaze as she
dragged her cigarette without inhaling the smoke. This was Tyler’s special
way of introducing Dan to his girlfriend. As Tyler cranked his music to avoid
conversation, Dan could hardly stop staring at the side of Emily’s face. The
setting sun illuminated her eyelashes and accentuated her cheekbones. He saw
her eyes dart into the rearview mirror. He was petrified that she had caught him
staring at her, so he averted his gaze to the floor of the car.
Dan noticed that his feet were buried up to his ankles in a sea of crinkled white
papers. He squinted down at the mess beneath him and discovered that the
papers were pieces of mail. Some of the mail had been recklessly torn open,
and other mail looked untouched. Dan picked up an envelope and read an
unpronounceable Chinese name to himself. In the front seat, Tyler’s hand rested
possessively on Emily’s leg. Dan dropped the letter by his feet and picked up
another envelope. This mail was addressed to a completely different person, a
Michael Reeves. Dan continued to rifle through the mail until Tyler’s car pulled in
front of a red house with a covered up swimming pool out front.
“Later, babe.” Tyler said without looking at Emily. Suddenly, he buried his face in
her chest and began making a shrill squeaking noise.
“Ew, Tyler! Fuck off.” She shoved him off of her body and exited the car,

tossing her half smoked cigarette onto her stepfather’s lawn.
“Love you too!” Tyler chuckled and looked back at Dan. “You coming
up front, dude?” Dan kicked the mail away from his shoes and climbed into the
front seat. It still felt warm from Emily’s body. He couldn’t believe how blatantly
rude Tyler had been to her. She was a goddess in his virgin eyes.
“I’m not sure if I even want to ask you this, but why is your back seat
full of mail?” Dan looked over at Tyler and continued to think about Emily.
“I didn’t end up going home to jerk off after I dropped you off last night.
I was feeling restless, so I played mail man bandit.”
Dan thought about what this might mean as he peered down at his
phone to check its battery life. His parents could angrily text him inquiring about
his whereabouts at any moment. They constantly warned that late weekend
nights would mess up Dan’s sleep schedule for school during the week. “Mail
“I just drove to a bunch of random houses all over town and swiped
the mail right out of the mailboxes. I figured there are probably paychecks and
speak Swahili. Shit’s dope.”
Just as Tyler finished his sentence, the car screeched to a stop. Dan’s
window rolled down with a desperate squeak. He looked to his right and saw a
mailbox shaped like a largemouth bass. The postal fish stared him in the face as
he heard Tyler’s voice from over his shoulder.
“Give it a whirl. Maybe we can learn a new language tonight.” Dan
plunged his hand into the bass and pulled out some white envelopes. There was
no lump in his throat, but a refreshing rise in his chest. The hairs on Dan’s neck
stood up. Tyler peeled out away from the house. He snatched the mail from Dan,
taking his hand off the wheel but continuing to accelerate.
“Junk mail, fuck that. Bills, fuck that.” Dan watched the road ahead of
them as Tyler continued to press the gas. The wheel began to turn gradually to
the left as the double yellow line drifted off-center.
“Yo, take the wheel for me.” Dan reached over in a panic and began to
steer the car back toward the center of the road. “Post cards, fuck that. Dude
has shitty mail.” Tyler tossed the envelopes into his back seat and took the
wheel back from Dan.
Hours passed as the friends invaded all kinds of mailboxes. Some
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birthday cards and shit in there. Besides, I found an instructional DVD on how to
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man bandit?”

mailboxes had stars painted on them. Some mailboxes were duct taped to their
posts because middle schoolers had smashed them up on mischief night. Some
had doors, some did not. By 11:00 PM, the back seat was completely obscured
by mail. Dan’s hands felt dry and raw from handling coarse paper all night.
Relatively satisfied with their haul, Tyler turned to Dan. “Ask your ma if you can
sleep out tonight. We’ve gotta smoke some drugs and sort through all this mail.”
This would be Dan’s first time at Tyler’s house.
The car pulled into a small driveway past a white picket fence and a
row of beautifully maintained shrubbery. Tyler kicked his front door open and
barged into the house with trash bags full of mail slung over his shoulders, like
some sort of demented Santa Claus who couldn’t manage to get in through the
chimney. He led Dan through a sparkling clean kitchen where a plate of freshly
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baked muffins sat on a granite counter top. Tyler bent over like a grazing cow
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and sucked one of the muffins into his mouth. He chewed the muffin along
with its paper sleeve like a savage as the pair walked toward the stairs, past a
sleeping man on the couch who held a half-empty bottle of whisky like a child
might hold a teddy bear. Dan thought the man looked exactly how Tyler would
look in fifteen years.
When Tyler opened the door to his room, a strange red glow
temporarily blinded Dan. The only source of light in the room was a cracked
lamp with no lampshade, with a crooked red light bulb screwed into it. The room
smelled of wet pennies, and there were crumpled cigarette butts sprouting out
of almost every flat surface in the room. This room looked like some sort of
crime scene. It stood in outrageous contrast to the rest of the cozy but beautiful
Rockford home. Holes had been punched in three out of the room’s four walls.
Centerfolds from cheap porno magazines lined the walls, presumably obscuring
more holes that Tyler had punched. Two old-fashioned stereo speakers sat on
the stained greenish rug, one with the speaker cone dangling out by a single
wire. Gnarled potted plants were randomly dispersed throughout the bedroom.
“What’s with the plants, man?” Dan scanned the glowing red room.
“I piss in them. I hate going downstairs to the bathroom. I don’t like
running into my big drunk dad.” This accounted for the wet pennies smell. Tyler
turned to his messy bed and began to dump out the bags of mail. “Let’s get to
work, my boy.” Tyler pulled out a joint from under his stained mattress.
The two passed the joint back and fourth until it burned out in what

seemed to Dan like thirty seconds. Dan’s high did not slowly ease in, it smacked
him in the face in an instant. Dan began to quiver with the pot smoke clouding
his brain. His eyes stung, and his fingers had pins and needles. He thought
about the sleeping man downstairs on the couch. Did he care that his son
was getting high? Something about the red light made Dan feel like he was
swallowing a knife. Who could live in a room like this? He looked up at the petty
criminal who he called his best friend. Tyler’s eyes were pure white, not a spot of
red in them. His dilated pupils quickly examined each piece of stolen mail. In the
sea of mail, one off-white envelope stood out to Dan. The address was scribbled
in sloppy pen strokes. He wondered how a mailman could even make out the
hieroglyphic address. He scooped the piece of mail off the floor, tore open the
envelope, and began to read it aloud.
“Dear Friend, where do I begin? This is the last time you’ll hear from
it?” Dan looked up at Tyler, who was apparently uninterested in his narration as
he put aside a ten-dollar bill from a birthday card.
anymore. The neighbor’s dog is too loud. I want to choke it to death. Meredith’s
fits are getting worse all the time. The lawn is turning yellow, and I haven’t the
energy to even pretend to maintain it any longer. I’m sorry the encounter at the
birthday party will be our last meeting. I hope you can remember me for how I
used to be, and not how I’ve become. Meredith says the cake stains will never
come off the rug, but I really don’t give a shit about that rug anymore, or any rug
for that matter.”
Tyler interrupted, “Coupons. This lady gets hundreds of coupons
mailed to her house.” Tyler ripped an envelope and chucked it under his bed.
Dan’s eyes followed the envelope, which landed next to a pair of crumpled
purple panties. Dan shoved the letter he’d been reading into his pocket, and
thought immediately of Emily. He wondered if the purple underwear belonged to
her, or a nameless freshman. Dan pictured her cheekbones. His mouth opened
quickly before he could account for his words.
“You really just like, cheat on her all the time?” Dan looked up at Tyler,
half regretting what he’d asked. His mouth was incredibly dry, lined with thick
foam.
“Who?” Tyler pretended to be puzzled as he ripped up a birthday card,
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Dan went on in a tired voice. “I can’t continue to live in this house
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me. I would have called, but a letter just seems much more significant, doesn’t

saving the check that was inside. “Emily? Yeah, dude. She’s not around much.
High school girls are way too easy to fuck. I just get bored.” The words dripped
out of his mouth in an effortless drawl that made Dan want to grab him by his
stupid fucking blonde hair and rip the sharp strands from his head. Dan stood
up on legs that felt like jelly and made his way towards Tyler’s worn out bedroom
door.
“I’m tired. I’m going home.” Tyler looked puzzled, but simply waved
goodbye with a few pieces of mail clinched between his teeth.
“You’re gonna walk home? Don’t you think that’s a little far? Stay.”
Tyler’s eyes shot up at the trembling boy, testing his obedience. Tyler didn’t want
to be alone in his red room all night.
“I could use a walk. I’m fucking blazed. Bye, Tyler.”
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Dan didn’t explain to his mother where he was. He’d simply been out
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with Tyler somewhere. As he lay in his bed, having not yet removed his clothes,
he could feel the mattress pushing back up against his vertebrae. Coming down
from his high, his thoughts began to swirl. When he shut his eyes, he could still
see a red dot on the inside of his eyelids. A burned image of the red light bulb’s
searing filament made his face burn as he lay completely still. He could smell
cheap weed and mail on his fingers as he pulled his sheets up to his chin. He
remembered the letter he’d been reading at Tyler’s house. He reached into his
pants pocket and began to read the remainder of the letter, using his phone as a
light.
“I’m telling you all this, old friend, because you are my oldest friend.
I’ve filled a briefcase with my savings, and I aim to drive until I feel like stopping.
Please do not inform Meredith, or anyone else of my decision. Please forgive
my disappearance. This is what’s best for me, and I hope to never come back.
Good luck with the store, and tell Junior I said hello. See you never, and thanks
for being there.
I’m free now. –Q.”
Dan thought about what Q might look like. He pictured an old,
balding man with a bit of an overbite. He pictured a man who’d given up on his
passions, and realized that his marriage was failing. Dan wondered what kind
of cake they ate at the birthday party. He wondered how it wound up all over
the rug. He thought of ice cream cake, the kind with the brown crumbs inside.
He wondered if the intended recipient of the letter would even miss Q, or if he

was simply the only friend that Q ever had. What a shame that Q’s friend would
never receive the letter. Dan wished he’d saved the envelope. He’d have made
sure the letter made it back to the right house. With the letter still in his hand, the
boy’s eyes began to close. He wouldn’t go to school on Monday. He’d fake sick.
He didn’t want to see Tyler, who he knew would simply drive around and steal
mail without him after school.
*
Dan fingered some loose change in his pocket as he stood in the parking lot
after class. It was Tuesday. His mother reasoned that he couldn’t possibly be
sick anymore. She didn’t want him to fall behind. He avoided looking into the
parking lot by staring up at the half-mast American flag, barely wavering in
the dead air. He thought about the boy from class named Christian who hung
pointed out the garage he had done it in as they drove by on one of their nightly
adventures. Dan looked down at his hands as if they were murder weapons. He
pet rock. He felt bony fingers wrap around his wrist as his body was dragged
towards the parking lot.
“C’mon dude!” Tyler looked panicked as he led Dan towards his car.
“I’ve got to tell you some crazy shit. Where have you been?”
“Sick. What do you have to tell me? Are you ok?” Dan climbed into the
car. Tyler began to speed away from the school without responding. He looked
incredibly distraught. This was the first time Dan had ever detected this emotion
in his face. Tyler looked like he was actually concerned about something. Was
this possible? It began to downpour outside as the car reached sixty miles per
hour.
“She’s pregnant.” Tyler’s voice quietly trembled. Dan said nothing. He
thought of Emily.
“She’s fucking pregnant!” Tyler’s voice bloomed into a wavering
scream.
“I hate condoms, Dan. What am I gonna do?” Tyler’s canvas sneaker pressed
even harder on the gas.
“Tyler! Slow down, dude. It’s raining.” Tyler didn’t even so much as entertain the
idea of slowing down.
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thought about the mail, Q’s letter that would never reach the right friend. The
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himself. Dan wondered if he wrote a letter to anyone, a suicide note. Tyler had

*
Phillip Mahoney reached into his mailbox and pulled out a handful of nothing.
He looked over at his red pickup truck. The trash bag over his shattered rear
window rustled in the rain, taunting the drunken man as he stood outside
getting soaked. His wife looked out the living room window at him with disgust.
He angrily slammed the door to his rusted tin mailbox. The body shop was
supposed to send over a quote for the repairs by today. Phillip thought of the
scrawny twenty-something year old shit at the shop that assured him the quote
would be in his mail by Tuesday. Fucking liar.
Phillip got into his beloved truck, took a swig from his flask, and violently revved
the engine. He’d go to the shop and break the kid’s nose. His bleary eyes
struggled to make out the road ahead of him as he sped toward the center of

Fiction

town. He flicked on the windshield wipers only after the windshield had gone

Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

112

completely opaque with dirty rainwater. Maybe Phillip ignored the red light
ahead of him. Maybe he just didn’t see it. What he did see was a huge clunky
hand-me-down car, which instantly appeared in front of him. A smash.
*
Dan stepped out into the pouring rain over a sheet of broken glass. An
angry, bloodied man hobbled out of his truck and reached for his cell phone.
Dan looked over at Tyler, who was throwing some baggies into the woods,
presumably preparing for the police to show up.
“Good one, asshole!” barked the bloodied man at Tyler, before
informing the police of his whereabouts.
Dan trembled slightly in the rain as his hand made its way into his
pocket. He thought of calling his parents, but felt a wrinkled piece of paper next
to his phone. He pulled out Q’s letter, as the rain began to erase the sloppy pen
strokes from the brown paper. Dan read his favorite line in a quiet voice five
times over, “This is what’s best for me, and I hope to never come back.”
The rain had erased almost the entire letter when Dan dropped the
wet paper onto the pavement. He’d memorized most of it anyway. He saw one
police officer questioning Tyler, as another officer searched through the back of
his car. When the cop swung open the rear door on the driver’s side, a sea of
mail poured out onto the street. Tyler’s mail would probably end up in evidence
bags, and the cops would discover that this wasn’t Tyler’s mail at all. Tampering
with mail was, after all, a federal offence.

Dan wasn’t sure what would happen to Tyler. Dan wasn’t sure if Tyler
would rat him out as an accomplice to his mail theft. As the boy brushed his wet
hair from his face, all he could think about was Q’s letter. He thought of holding
his first high school report card out in the rain, erasing the ink, and showing the
soggy page to his father. He thought that maybe he’d stop going to school. He
wouldn’t make an excuse, he’d simply stop showing up. He thought of writing
his own letter. He’d send it to Tyler, no matter where Tyler would end up. Maybe
Tyler would never even get the letter, but someone would have to read it.

Fiction
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Michael Smith
The house was filled with all sorts of animals that intermingled with the children.
It seemed hard to tell the difference, and James watched his mother feed them
once at morning, once in the afternoon, and again before bed. Next to the bowl
for the dogs, cats, gerbils, ferrets, chinchillas and however many there were, was
the plate he watched her set for the children. They knew not to eat from each
other’s’, and had their own plates.
James had a habit of being outside whenever he could. He smoked, and
sometimes drank some afternoons when the neighbors were missing. His mother
Joy would stay inside while he picked up a bottle of Bulleit or Woodford Reserve,
sometimes too and sit on his lap, while he looked up at the pink sky. He’d ponder
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at it for a while, always pink, and sip the bourbon he had brought out with him
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and find one of the nice glasses to take outside. His cat would come with him

while the cat purred in a ball. Then the neighbors would come home, heads down
to the house and go in.
It was a habit of all of them, and one neighbor, an attractive Hispanic
woman, Cassandra always came home in a limo, idled for some time, and came
out with her red heels, and her white fur coat that covered a short cocktail dress.
Her diamond ring was huge, and the children in James’ house were all hers.
She’d have sex in the limo, get pregnant and in two weeks a four year old child
showed up in his house. The children just showed up, and Joy would take them
in, every couple of weeks finding one hidden behind the couch, or tucked into
the dog’s beds with a cocker-spaniel or German shepherd. A couple of them had
names, and they had food, and they’d eat.
James’ mother would come outside and look vacantly at the houses and
say “James, son, dinner’s in thirty minutes,” and James would go inside and find
some place in his room, with his cat at his heels. He went to the bed today, lay
down and crossed his legs, fishing out another cigarette, and the cat, Cammie,
would come and plop on his chest. There was something too comforting about
her. Something special. He didn’t know what it was, but it held him. He didn’t
know what the pink sky was, if it was something special or something she’d

kept him from floating off into. She turned to her side to get her belly scratched,
something she loved and couldn’t live without. James scratched her, and pet
her from her nose to her tail. “I love you, girl,” he said, and she’d let out a string
of purrs. He lit the cigarette and ashed on the carpet, and petting her, stared out
the door at a passing dog, or iguana, that roamed the house. They all roamed
the house. The dogs with the cats, the reptiles with them both. The only things
that were stationary were some fish tucked in some standard fish tanks, and one
snake in James’ room.
He didn’t know why it was in his room. This big rattlesnake in a fish tank with
mesh over it, with some leaves and other stuff just appeared. His mother didn’t
say anything about it, and neither did he. He’d always be afraid this rattlesnake
would get out and do something, hurt the animals, hurt Cammie, when she’d slink
into the room looking for her only friend to plop on his lap, that it’d hurt the kids
it did get out. He’d walked in his room and found the rattlesnake curled around
on his comforter, and for a moment his heart stopped. He stared at the snake,
averted its slitty eyes, slunk down the mattress, trailing its body and the rattle that
shook as it fell, and crawled back into its tank, closing the lid.
He stared at it from his bed, Cammie tucked on top of him, and smoked and
stared while the pinkness hurled in through the blinds onto the off-white walls.
The stairs and hall shook as his brother came home, sweaty after fucking
Cassandra in her limo. His wife never seemed to be there. Nothing seemed to
happen except the kids piling up under the furniture and more food appearing
to feed them all. His brother stopped at the door, briefly, looked at him and said
hello, and went to his own room. Until dinner was ready he looked at the snake,
and watched a golden retriever walk by or a poor Guatemalan child in rags.
The clinks of the forks and knives on the plates and glasses were wind chimes, or
the closest any of them had, the kind of noise that fills a fall night when you’re the
only one out, or you’re the last soul awake with a window cracked open. James
would try to break the silence most days, and today it was “we have another.”
“Another what?” his mother said.
“Child.”
“Is that right?” said the brother.
“I found her behind the recliner when I came in today.”
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and the snake stared back. There was no rattle, and they stared, and the snake
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that walked around aimlessly. He was afraid it would hurt him too, and one day

“Is she healthy?” asked the mom.
“She was dirty, ragged, but yes, healthy.”
“I’ll put a little more food out tonight then.” And they finished their meal and the
dishes were cleaned. James wondered why she picked the recliner, and went
back, and she was tucked in behind a Labrador and a couple young golden
retrievers. Even though the chocolate lab was a boy, it got the name Dido. Most
didn’t get names. It’s hard to tell why some do and some don’t, and James saw
the lab and the girl and decided she’d have a name and her name would be Dido.
But they didn’t talk. The kids almost never talked, they just walked around, slowly
pacing through the halls, huddling through the corners or standing in the yard.
Dido the child just stared at him, and he stared back. They stared for a while
and James left to go outside to smoke a cigarette and have a glass of Woodford
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Reserve.
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The next day with Cammie on his lap he felt like fucking Cassandra. He had had
sex with a few other girls closer to his age, but everyone had sex with Cassandra
and he hadn’t. Cammie purred and he pet her from the top of the head down
her back in a smooth motion. He wondered what the husband did. Business, he
thought. Some kind of business, but then again it’s always business. He wore a
suit, so it must have been business and she had lots of nice clothes and the big
diamond ring, and he looked up at the pink sky and wondered why the children
didn’t have any clothes, and then he wondered how they got the rags and he
wondered where they even came from, but all he knew is they were Cassandra’s,
and now they just walked. She’d be pulling up soon in the white limo and
someone would either get in or it would idle and someone would leave. He
thought about how the white would look with the pink sky. It changed the car’s
color a little, but not really her coat’s, and Cammie stopped purring and looked up
at him, and stared a little.
I’ll fuck her, he thought, and he finished his drink. She pulled up in the limo. It was
just her in the back seat, no driver, and she rolled down the window and looked
at James and smiled. He shooed Cammie off his lap and Cammie went inside
and looked out the window at him. James walked over across the lawn, across
the street and got inside with her and she kissed him and he hiked up her dress
and they had sex. It was like the sex he’d had with the other girls. No talking,
not much noise. When they had the chance to have any kind of look it was just a
look, James, Cassandra, all the other girls, plastered on all their faces and over

their eyes. The days where he’d sneak over to a girls house and they’d have sex
or they’d come over, walk past his mom and they’d have sex on his bed with the
snake in the corner, both of them at some point looking up at the ceiling, but that
was it; The comforter tossed aside, the sheets dirty. When they’d finished he’d
smoke and the girls would put on their clothes and leave.
Cassandra liked it though. What she liked he didn’t know but she seemed to
actually enjoy it with a smirk here, more vocal. On the back seat of the limo, him
on top he finally came and she moaned, he didn’t know for him or her. The cum
dribbled down onto the leather seats. She smiled, put on her coat and got out of
the limo. He left his shirt unbuttoned and smoked, in the back by himself next to
the pooling splotches of cum she left behind, and her husband opened the door.
“What are you doing here?” he asked. “In my limo.”
“Smoking,” he said.
“I don’t really know” he said. “I look.”
“You think that will make you money?” he yelled, and slammed his hand on the
out a sigh. “Fuck,” and he fished in the pockets of his suit and got out some
papers and threw them at James. “Read these.” They looked like business charts.
All the letters, rows and byways just looked like the Russian alphabet to him. “Get
a job. Make some fucking money,” and he closed the door.
Cammie was waiting for him at the window and came to the door when James
walked in. He scooped her up and went to go to his room when Joy walked
by. “Dinner in thirty minutes,” she said, and James went into his room, walking
between dogs and little orphan girls. He went to his bed with a drink and Cammie
laid down on his chest, and that little girl Dido was just standing in the doorway
staring at him. He looked at her for a while.
“Are you ok?” he asked.
Stare.
“What’s your name?”
Stare.
“Where did you get those clothes?”
Stare and exit Dido.
He sighed and lit a cigarette, and looked down at Cammie. “What the fuck is
this?” he said to her, and pet down her back. “Do you ever not know what to do
with yourself?”
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roof of the car. “God damn it kid.” He stuck his head out the window and pushed
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The husband glared at him. “What do you do?”

“No,” she said.
Her English sounded strange, a little broken, but Cammie looked up and talked to
him: “But you’re my best friend.”
James looked at her. “You’re my best friend too, Cammie.” He looked at her
some more, and held her a little closer, petting her, and she purred.
“I love you too,” she said.
“What?”
“You tell me that you love me. You’re my best friend. I love you too.”
He pet her down her back. “I do.”
“But then why don’t you hug me?” she asked.
“What do you mean why don’t I hug you? I hug you all the time.”
“Not like the other girls though,” Cammie said. “The ones that come up here or
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the one across the street. Why… why don’t you hug me like that?”
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And James had no idea what to do, so he picked her up a little under her front
arms and just shook her a little bit, and put her back on his stomach. She smiled.
And then James’ brother walked by. He was a little sweaty and looked in and
smiled a little and with a wave said hello. When he was gone, Cammie looked up
and James and said “my belly is kind of itchy. Could you scratch it?” James had
another glass of bourbon after dinner. Even after dark the sky was still pink, and
that night he got a special food bowl and put it in his room for Cammie.
The next day Cassandra honked when she got back and smiled and James
went and Cammie waited at the window. Things went like that for a while. James
had an understanding with Cammie and that was all the talking they needed.
He’d come back, dinner in thirty minutes, a sweaty wave hello, and he’d scratch
Cammie’s belly and pet her and she’d purr and smile. He was drinking more.
Nothing happened really, nothing changed. The people still disappeared all day,
walked with their heads down, children kept coming. He watched all this for more
than twenty years, and maybe what it was was that he hated it, that one morning
he woke up and felt sick at everyone. The pink sky, he’d keep thinking, but he
even began to hate that. It turned from something that had some meaning for him
to something mocking and arrogant. He hated Cassandra, and maybe that was
why he kept fucking her and it all kept happening. A kid shows up. Same look,
same rags. We have another one. Is she healthy? Yes, and Joy put out a little
more food and James would have his new after dinner drink and look at the pink
sky while all their heads were down. Sometimes Dido would stare at him out the
window while he smoked. Stare, exit.

James came back one day, sweaty and drunk. As he walked down the hall to
feed and Cammie, he heard Joy call his name: “James.”
“What?”
“James.”
He walked into the living room. She was sitting on the recliner with a magazine
in one hand and her other pointing across the room. Cammie was on top of the
couch. Her belly was pink and she took a paw and scratched the bottom of her
stomach. “Cammie?”
She didn’t answer. “Cammie, come here girl, come here.” She moved away. Her
claw left a small red scatch. “Cammie. Cammie, come here now.” She moved
away further and faster and scratched again, and the red became longer and
deeper. “Cammie! Come here NOW!” She looked at him and terrified and turned
and scratched and began to open up.
catch her but she jumped off the couch and bits started to hang out, and she
scratched, and now tubes, and he ran as fast as he could and she scratched
flip her on her back and and tried to put the pieces and tubes back inside and
sobbed.
The Woodford Reserve was gone and the Bulleit only one glass left. He had
gloves on, covered in dirt and blood. A T-shirt and some old jeans and a shovel
in his hands, and whenever any dog would get close he’d kick them away. The
hole had to be deep, deep enough. What if they smelled her and dug her up? He
kicked away a golden retriever and dug more. He was sweaty, and he didn’t talk,
and barely made any noise. He dug for a while before he noticed Dido standing
there, watching him. He lifted the last piece of dirt up from the hole and tossed
it onto the pile, and faced her bracing himself with the shovel and gloves now
covered in splinters. “What?” he said. “What’s wrong?”
Stare.
“Where did you get those rags?”
Stare.
He took the shovel and threw it. The blade hit a rock behind him, one of the dogs
whimpered and ran in the house. He walked a little closer. “Hey.” He bent down
on one knee and took her hands. “What’s your name?”
Stare.
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and everything spilled over the hardwood floors. He scooped her up and tried to
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He tried to run, and she scratched and it opened up more and he tried to

He got up turned around and ruffled the dirt and blood through his hair and
turned back to her: “WHAT’S YOUR FUCKING NAME?”
But she just looked at him. It looked like she was wearing a pillow case or burlap
sack, covered in dirt. Her hair was tangled and greasy, and with those brown eyes
she just stared, and he looked back. “Get out,” he said. She didn’t move. “I said,
get out, out! Do you not understand English? Como tienes tu ropa? Como estas,
como te llamas, fuera, out!” and she turned and walked through the gate.
The last of the Bulleit was in a glass next to the rattlesnake’s tank. He took a sip,
sighed, and opened the lid. To understand was difficult. If he understood maybe
he wouldn’t do what he did, or maybe he understood too well.The snake picked
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up its head and looked at him, and he stuck his left arm in. It stuck out its tongue,
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flicking it a little in James’ eyes and uncurled itself. It crept up his arm and curled
around, from his shoulder to his wrist, the rattle at his face, unmoving. He took
the last glass in his free hand and sipped it near the window, watching. His
mother walked by: dinner in thirty minutes. His brother walked by sweaty with a
wave and hello. He opened the window, and palms flat, looked out. Dido stood in
the street, facing away, looking.

Conor Carman
It probably had more than enough to do with the drugs because I was really

letting on. But the longer I sat on it, the more I thought about how Bryan was cut
from a generous cloth. Anyone could agree that he was a boy of substance—a
real ringer, you know? He had that type of charisma that deserves a political
following—I thought at least. And he was bloody smart, Bryan was, and, or

maybe the first thing I should have said here was that he’s white-on-rice around
the best types of women. But we all see the best in him differently, anyway, and
that’s what I was thinking about while Bryan, Lewis, Ahsan and I split that twoinch strip of acid up on the hill overlooking Shoreditch Park.

I’d been sitting there waiting, and I’d begun to feel like a cow—like I belonged

chewing on papery things and doing nothing else. I’d been chewing for the larger
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there up on that stony-grass hill over-looking Shoreditch, London, our home,

to assessing Bryan—the anti-beef—the cool cucumber—when Vroom—believe it:
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portion of an hour, slowly, trying to divide abstracts, and had just gotten around

“Wanka’s scarin’ me shitless out here,” Lewis whined. He’d been kneeling in

the grass, picking the fibers off of a dandelion.

“Shut it,” said Ahsan, “you wanka—hippie flower wanka!”
“Brilliant, isn’t it.” he said.

I think I laughed, but that’s not important really, or, not as important as our

decision then to migrate over to the canal and smoke cigarettes underneath

the arching bridge’s graffiti in peace. Ahsan and I trailed Lewis across the vast

greatness of what Shoreditch park had become in a spectacle of short moments
while he texted his girl, Maria, with what little mental base he still had a grip on.

I think Bryan was right behind me—or in front. Not sure. Either way we were like
the silhouette of three lovely eras of crust-punk—takin’ the piss on anything,

everything, and the aesthetic of a midnight park scene burned its way into our
eyes.

Underneath the bridge I lit a cigarette, sat back, and faced whatever of

the carnival of rebellious spray paint signatures was visible from the city-light

flickering off of the current behind me, curdling heavy in my eardrums. Due to that
present state of mind the graffiti had seemed on point—a kaleidoscope, really—

and I began contemplating the thrill of paint ditching the canvas when I cued into
Bryan carrying a conversation:

“Right, but the good artist doesn’t need content so much when he’s got
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the accelerating Prius sounded just like that.

something stronger, like a frequency. Content is good, ya, but when he’s got

frequency, content holds up as little more than something to read into, like an
outfit, or—”

“How much of the bloody strip are you holdin’ back?” said Lewis, and Ahsan

laughed a little. Bryan and Lewis had been going at it about something, but I
came in only part of the way, and so I was a little clueless.

“Peachy,” said Bryan, “what I’m getting at here is that signature that an artist

might have—like a strong hand that separates his or her work from everyone

else’s, and so nobody has a second guess in their minds as to whether or not

he or she’s done it—the particular piece, that is. Once an artist’s strong hand’s
established, there’s a whole lot more to be fleshed out than just content—”
I pointed to a stand-out red tag amid the scribbles along the brick arch,

vouching on Bryan’s behalf. I was drugged.

“—like context.” Bryan finished as I dropped my hand back down.
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Lewis had watched me raise my hand and examined the red tag as well. His
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eyes fell back onto Bryan. “Alright then, so maybe you got a little carried away
with the whole ‘frequency’ thing there then?”

Bryan humored Lewis, saying that perhaps he had. But as an acting spectator,

I didn’t see Bryan’s use of the word frequency as being so off-putting. I suppose I
just knew that side of Bryan’s mind well enough to level with him.

The conversation blurred into little sizzly-orange embers, and I started

thinking back to this one day in July when the rain had come down hard and then
stopped, and the air was thick with that toilet-bowl summer humidity—the kind

where everyone has to keep moving because there’s nowhere dry to sit down.

Bryan and I were mopping the streets of downtown with our ambience—he was
explaining that word to me as we walked:

“It’s our excrement,” he had said, “and the world just sops it up as they

please.” He’d put it like that.

“Our excrement.” I’m always repeating things. “So, what’re we excreting now

then?”

At first he just looked at me through a long inhale, smiling. “I dunno,” he

started, turning around in a circle as he walked, looking at everyone through the
sap. “It’s whatever we’ve left in the foot note.” Stepping back into his normal
pace he went on. “So like, you’ve got all the gestures, you know, like facial
expressions and attire and good comebacks. All that rubbish, right?”
“Right.”

“They’re proper important and all, but the ambience is what you’ve left

resonating—really resonating.”

I thought about that hard—tried to, at least. At that time I was pretty sure I

had a sense of what he was getting at. So we continued walking, and I used

store-front windows to eye my navy blue high-water trousers and the garbagy

grey hoodie I’d been handed down from an older cousin—collar torn, draw-string
useless. I was fishing for footnotes, and in vain. I started looking at the people

around me: muslim girls in deep purples, blacks and whites wearing whatever,

huddled in groups of four or five, city girls in their twenties with haircuts like boys.
And boots—so many boots. But I suppose I just wasn’t sure what was impacting
me about all of it.

That’s when Bryan spoke up again: “In weather like this most people won’t

seem to have it.”

“Oh?” I was sure I was trailing, but I was still curious. I can listen to his mind

carry its own weight for days.

“I mean like, not enough of it for anything to really resonate, understand?

Weather and taxes and sex-drive and the food chain, among other living
injustices, well, they just leave some people flat, you know?”
“Sure,” I’d said.

hollow. You know, like here, due to the rain, some chaps, you know, you could
just call them empty. I mean, like, every wanka’s got something to leak.”
I was about to say something, but he cut me off.

little beads stuck to the sides and the bottom?”
“Yeah.”

“Well, that is something, isn’t it?—whatever, my point being that the rain’ll

do that to you.” Bryan cancelled his cigarette in a puddle. “Believe it or not, bad
weather can be a vice too, mate—it’ll slow ya.”

We wandered all the way to the Kensington Gardens, and by that point I was

pretty amped up. I even brushed shoulders with one empty water bottle. The kid
was about my age and he apologized as he continued walking, but Bryan shot
me a cold stare.

“It’s not exactly as if he can just sit down anywhere right now, is it?” he said,

which made me feel pretty crumby for the time being. I knew what he meant.

The whole experience had sort of jostled my over-all perception of people,

anyway, and I hadn’t been coping with the new wisdom too fluently. Things were
just confusing, is all. To tell you the truth, I’d done a whole lot of judging, and I

was always waiting for something like a conversation about taxes or rain to come
into play and wipe the slate clean. Partially because I felt bad, but I think even

more so because I didn’t know where I fit into the whole equation. I wondered if I
even had a full water bottle of ambience—or if some living-injustice had had me
leaked dry.

I let myself get caught back up in the graffiti that night, picking out my favorite
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“—but you know when you’ve got a water bottle, and all that’s left are those

Fiction

Then he started shaking his head. “No, never mind that rubbish, not flat,

signatures—the ones that had this frequency—and my fingers began feeling
clammy if I thought too hard about myself.

I woke up terribly early in the morning following my trip. I had a drug-induced

sense of restlessness that didn’t feel awful, but I was totally shaky with it, and

so I hustled to put on something appropriate for a stroll. We have a dandy little

kitchen, mum and I, with hanging pots above the wooden kitchen island and all.
It really is a charming scene, and it’s where I do most of my living, but I had an

interest to stay in motion and hadn’t the slightest appetite—so I heated up some
of the leftover brew and then made my way.

I walked all the way to Old Street and hopped on a 55 bus for downtown with

no better reason than to surround myself with a healthy mix of people. But when

I got to the West End, nothing amused me. It was dry out and all, and so I took a

proper sit-and-stare at least twice, but the more people that walked by, the more

Fiction

I came to terms with the fact that I was no longer on drugs—and so I just didn’t
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care the same. I decided brilliantly right then that I needed familiar contact; but so
much so that just then this nice American fellow, with his wife and all, asked me if
he wasn’t too far from Regents Park. And I replied: Not at all far from here mate,

it’s just past Leavey Street, one up. The thing is, Leavey Street doesn’t exist. See,
Leavey’s the name of a girl I used to go around with. We were on the fence now,

Leavey and I, but it was maybe a second or less before that man asked me where
he was when I’d made the decision to call her.

I was walking then, regretting not telling that nice man he hadn’t need

to bother with Leavey Street—he had said cheers instead of thank you and

everything, like a good ol’ mess—but these things come to pass, I figured. I had
Leavey’s number in my phone all right, but I wasn’t keen on letting caller ID do

half the work for me—the acid had really done a number on my sentimentals—
and so I fished the alleyways until I spotted a telephone booth.

I remember thinking that I must have been the first person to step into that red

box for a civil reason since 2005. And when I picked the telephone up and put it

to my ear, I let the dial tone just kind of ring out for a while; letting my eyes ride up
the sides of the booth and reach the top and then just fall everywhere. I thought
about the telephone booth momentarily like a church or something—and that it

was injustice-proof. I was enjoying the silence, too. And as I began punching the

numbers I even wondered as to when the last time Bryan might have used one of
these old things was, but I didn’t sit on it.

The cast-plastic phone rang forever. To be honest and fair, I couldn’t

remember if phone booths rang-on forever, or if the call would shut out soon

enough. But the thing just kept ringing, and Leavey picked up on what must have
been the last ring or something.

“Hello?” She sounded unsure of the call—confused because of the restricted

number, probably.

“Leavey?” I started—hilarious, I know.

“Yes? Who’s this then?” She was in some confusion.
“Hi there Leavey! It’s Frances, how is it, everything?”

There was a pause from the other end of the line. “Frances! It’s lovely to hear

from you. Where are you calling from is it?”

“I’m at Oxford Circus—well, I’m actually in an old phone booth Leavey.”
“A phone booth. That right?” She sounded amused.

“Yes. The governor’s got me in here for something I didn’t do—no really, I

don’t know, I felt like calling, that’s all.”

“From an old phone booth? Is it one of those red ones, is it?”

“Well, I’m just trying to rekindle a past, y’see.” It was about the worst, most

terrible thing I’d ever said to a girl—I thought I was all types of see-through then.
But she just laughed, is all.

“Peachy.” I was scratching out some graffiti I didn’t like in expo-marker letters

with my thumbnail. I like graffiti—it’s one of the truest things you’ll know—but I

didn’t like the idea of graffiti in this phone booth—this could’ve been my church,
marker anyway, is all.

“Ya? Alright Frances, well I’m glad to hear that. I really am.”

“Yeah.” I was holding the phone with both hands now. “And what about ya-

self?”

“I’m quite alright Frances.” I could tell she was amused, I think. “Quite alright.”
“Yeah,” I started, but she cut me off.

“You know, it was lovely to hear from you, but I really must be going, I have a

dance recital in about forty-five minutes now.”

“Dance recital, is it? That’s lovely Leavey, that’s really—”
“Yes, thank you Frances, but I really must get going.”

“Alright there Leavey, but do break a leg then! And don’t empty your water

bottle all in one place now, no matter how difficult the act is—they won’t ever call
you back, I swear, I’ve gone ahead and asked your manager and he says even
you.”

“What? Umm, thank you Frances, it was lovely to hear from you, but I really

must go now. Toodaloo!”

And like that I was in the phone booth again, picking away at the graffiti. I let

the phone rest on my shoulder for a little while after she hung up, just letting the
dial tone do its thing—I just didn’t want to be in there alone while I scratched at
the expo-graffiti, is all.
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after all. Maybe my graffiti, sure, but I wouldn’t’ve chucked it up there in bloody

Fiction

“Ok Frances. Alright. So how’ve you been?”

I had a very lonesome afternoon—getting rejected in a phone booth is strictly

for the dramas. But there I was, kicking rocks down bloody Mortimer street. The
charm.

God, was I thinking awfully useless things. I was thinking about how much of

a tear I’d get outta being Bryan; always fleshing out the best in everything—the
beauty, the ambience—letting it charge him. The kid’s chemical makeup is half
aesthetic-resonance—really, I wouldn’t lie.

Well, as it is in this world you can’t get on a roll like that without fate trying to

burn the midnight oil, and so that’s probably how it got to be that Bryan’s parents
went out of town for the night—and that I was invited over.

I stayed the night, sure, but you’ve never seen such a scene:

Bryan was sitting there on the step-up from his living room into the kitchen,

and he was putting back a bottle of twelve-year-old Macallan scotch his parents

Fiction

had had for about a hundred and something years. When I walked in he was
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grinning at me—boy was he tossed. He got all over-zealous then and had me

come join him. The reality is that I hardly ever drink, and when I do, I don’t like
to get cocked or anything special. But I sat down right there putting back the

whiskey with him. You know, I’m a bloody good pal like that. I know I thought he

was all jolly Bryan and all when I first walked in, but after a few more nasty swigs

out of the old shine, it was apparent that he was bloody as hell, drinking through
some anarchy.

“What’s on your mind mate? come off with it.” I grabbed the bottle from him

and pretended to take a big sip, but I just sort of wet my lips, is all.

His eyes weren’t really focused on anything now. “Hey, Fran-ces.”

I’d only had a few sips then, and I know I should have been paying more

attention or whatever, but I’m something of a lightweight, and my stomach was
mighty warm, and so I couldn’t help chuckling. The bad part is, though, that I
couldn’t stop once I’d started. I was in hysterics then. “Bloody—you sure are
somethin’ aren’t ya Bry?”

He just chuckled softly. It didn’t look like he was really there, but you knew he

was because he would roll his eyes when I laughed. I couldn’t stop though—I’m
terrible.

“—wanna talk, huh?”

Man, was he tossed. I wasn’t in any sorts serious then, but I stopped laughing.

“What’s that, huh? Speak up!”

“I wanted to talk t’you,” he started.

“About what?”

“‘bout respec’, Fran. About—I.” He stopped then and pulled out his phone.

Then handed it to me. “I’ve got none—’m sor-ry.” He was still slurring like a bandit

but he was forming his words proper now—you could tell he was really trying.
“Sorry for what?” I wasn’t exactly the pope then, but I’d definitely toned

down—he could do that to you, Bryan could.

“I let a vice get to me.” He got up terribly awkward. “—sober, too. Could’ja

‘magine that?” He stumbled over to the couch and fell face first. He started
mumbling into the pillow.

“What?” I said, getting somewhat alarmed.

He lifted his head up. “I’m jus’ making it about m’self again. Jus’ read the

texts.”

I didn’t know what on earth he was talking about, but I felt like taking a swig of

the whiskey, you know, to brace myself. I put back probably the boldest amount
of liquor I’d ever put back. I coughed and gagged rather violently for about

twenty seconds, and there were tears in my eyes and my head felt like a balloon.
I reached down then, feeling terrible, and opened up his messages—it took me
about two tries.

‘You too.’ That was the top message in his inbox.

Fiction

I could’ve spit when I saw her name listed plenty down the screen.

There were a whole bunch more—there were and don’t anybody think
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“Bloody,” I said out loud—I was really letting on with the whiskey and all.

them—and I sure read them all—and so I just remember nasty bits now. I

remember things like ‘Oh stop it, it’s just a show is all!’ All of hell—I could hear
that bitch’s voice in italics while I read. I could. ‘I do remember that first night.’
I got so blind then.

“Bryan, what’s this eh?” I got up and went over to the couch.
“Bryan, c’mon—have at it!”

He was out cold though. I started shaking him a couple times but he didn’t stir.

I tried shaking him a couple more times, saying his name then, but the bastard

was made of stone—and so I hit him. I started slapping Bryan on the back of the
head, shouting his name and all. “Get up you cunt!” It was hell.

He moved a couple times and made some groaning noises, but nothing came

of it. I was crying, you know. Lord, was I drunk. My face was swollen plum, and I
was saying awful things.

The coward laid in peace for the rest of the night while I laid out on his front

lawn, sobbing, mad, trying to fall asleep. It was rather cold out that night, and

I thought that that suited nicely. But it really was cold, and after the tears dried
I was just sort of sitting there sniffling and shivering. It was no use. I cursed

myself one hundred times as I walked back in through the front door and into
the living room. He had a mighty ‘L’ couch, Bryan, and the circumstance was

proper enough where I should’ve laid down there perpendicular to him. But my
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otherwise—but I got to stinking of whiskey in legendary time while I read through

conscience wouldn’t let him have it. I remember lastly sitting in the wooden

rocker watching his mum’s Garfield clock roll its eyes on the mantle; ticking—and
the last thing I needed in that hour of betrayal was something keeping count.

But it’s where I slept, allegedly, because I woke up sometime around 6:30am

right there in the rocker. I’d had the strangest dream too:

Bryan and I were floating around London, and it was terribly warm out. We

must have circumvented the city one and a half times, and every other corner
I spotted Leavey getting polite, choreographed head nods from a list of ballet

judges. And then two times I saw Bryan and I walking around, smoking cigarettes.
I remember both times watching him look at me through pulls at his cigarette; the

first time trying to find out how to get his point across to me, but the second time,
well the second time he was trying to find out where all my raw authenticity was

coming from—you know, my ambience. And on that second walk I even saw him

Fiction

readjust his hat in a storefront window while my street-self wasn’t looking—but
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the adjustment was in vain.

Next thing I knew Bryan and I were on a hill, and we sat there for a few,

mingling with presumptions and explications as they came to us—and people.

We lounged there for about fifteen minutes or so. I told Bryan how I was afraid of

feeling like a cow, just another cow—another member grazing on the hill. “At least
the view can be pretty,” I said.

“But you’re still just a cow, huh?” he asked.

I lit up another cigarette and let the tobacco flavor my mood. “I don’t know—

but we’re all different, right?”

He got up then. “Well,” he said, “let’s prove it, yeah?”

I followed him down to an adjacent field, weaving through the others. Once

he was a good fifty meters out he stopped and I could catch up with him. He
was facing the hill now, and so I turned around to look it over as well; it was

littered with people: some sunbathing and smoking, others picnicking, or sitting

around—and I even saw Lewis and Ahsan kicking in a canvas that had a Banksy
stencil on it. Juxtaposed, Bryan and I stood with our cigarettes, bloody, and

assessed the crowd. They all looked like standard people, miraculously, but there
were subtleties behind every one of them—it was so vivid, you know? Like, well
I remember this one lady in particular, right, and she looked like everyone else
around her and all, but I guess I knew that her father had passed some days

earlier, and so all she really wanted to do was to sit right there and blend in. I
thought that that was a gorgeous notion.

Bryan started waving his arms and shouted “Hey!” and somebody turned, but

then nobody else really moved or did anything. I laughed. It felt good standing

beside him, feeling full of liquid and all—I felt frequent and spotted all the same

standing out there while he was making some sense of us all, if only for a minute.
“Yep.” Bryan brought his hands back down, and there were flickering black

and white patches half-visible all over him; he let the cigarette hang out of his
mouth as he spoke. “Just cows.”

I woke up after that, anyway, and it was 6:30am and Bryan was still a sleeping

coward on the couch. I wasn’t forgiving then, but I felt rich, somehow. I don’t

know. Anyway, I really had to take a piss and so I got up for the toilet, and my

head was about as steady as bricks without mortar—but whatever I’d stacked

seemed good enough anyway, and so I was content. I took the piss and it was
a good piss. Then I faced the mirror, and boy, was I drained. Just then I could
hear Bryan stirring out in the living room—his mum’s got an opera house for

a flusher—and so I knew he was up. I knew we’d talk, and so I wasn’t feeling

immediate or anything, so I washed my hands thoroughly. But before I walked

out, you know, I sort of looked into the mirror and made a rotten face, smiled, and
extra wide then, moving my lower jaw from side to side—just watching the lines
on my face contort, and the muscles roll into pivot.

Fiction

then stopped. The drain pipes were still screeching and all as I opened my mouth
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Meaghan Murray
Lola had just walked home in the rain. She needed to pick up a gallon of milk,

more potatoes, and drop off a package at the post office. When she left at three
that afternoon, it was clear skies, a little windy, but the sun on Lola’s face made
the errand-running more pleasant for her, as arid as it was.

When she arrived at the supermarket, the kind, young grocer boy held the door
open for her; she smiled at him, without parting her lips to show her top row of

teeth, and Lola took a shopping basket from him. She breezed through the aisles,
paid for her purchases, and gave the grocer boy a friendly nod. She made her

Fiction

way to the post office, about half a mile away, and thought about the flowerbeds
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lining Calle Galileo, how the city hadn’t watered them in what seemed like weeks,
and then when it started to sprinkle, she looked up at the fresh clouds and

nodded to them, gratefully, for the flowers- since they looked too weak to nod

or smile at anything. But now Lola was getting wet, so she hurried into the post
office, addressed her mail, and sent it off to a place where people and plants
were always putting on happy expressions.

But Lola had to walk fifteen minutes in the rain, and she tried not to think about

how soaked her shoes were. They were nice shoes- expensive, but she got them

as a birthday present. Lola had owned them for awhile. She knew they had seen a
lot worse than a little city storm. She’d hiked through muddy hills in them, strolled
across sticky pavement, and stained them in verdant fields. Lola and her shoes

had been a lot of places. Those pair of shoes, they’d seen a lot. They saw her on
her first day of university, the first time she rode the subway, when she read her

poetry to a crowd (they felt her shaking- but they kept their laces tied). They saw

the bad men, tricky and chancy, but couldn’t run- even when Lola pleaded. They
didn’t untie themselves, even when her other apparel was unbuttoned and torn
off. When they saw those bad men, drunk and dreadful, they stayed on Lola’s
feet; those shoes didn’t go anywhere.

About two minutes from Calle de la Manzana, Lola stopped for a quick coffee.
She was more of a tea drinker, but today she had to stay up and work, so she

decided she was in the mood for wakefulness (with two packets of sugar). Lola

took a seat by the window and stared out at the people in the downpour, feeling
for them, especially when she heard the squelch of water in her socks. The floor

of the cafe reminded her of a greenhouse floor she toured across at the Royal

Botanical Garden. Tiled, dark grey and muddy, the filthy cafe floor made Lola’s

shoes look brand new. But they didn’t feel that way, and Lola didn’t either. She

and her soles both recognized the tiles as the same ground where that thief had

stolen Lola’s pocketbook, passport and all. When it happened, her shoes felt her

shaking, as Lola realized what she had lost, and how helpless she had felt when it
registered that she wouldn’t be getting it back.

Much to her relief, the police caught the robber and returned Lola’s things to her,
but her shaking never ceased after that. About a month later, her shoes, nicely

double knotted, sat trembling on a flight from the funeral of Lola’s family member,
and they creased back and forth as Lola rocked herself back and forth. She was
even wearing her shoes that winter, when the doctor came into the sterile office,
where Lola swung her legs nervously on the examination table, only to stop
abruptly when she learned the grim news of her and parturiency.

a trail of footprint puddles up to her door. She tried the key a few times (Lola had

Fiction

Lola stood up and made the short journey home, climbing the stairs and leaving

unlock- force it and the dark wooden door won’t budge). Lola opened the door
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noticed that you had to flirt with the keyhole; caress it, tease it, toy with it and it’ll

There were bottles, half-empty and empty, strewn across the living room coffee
tables, which were dirtied with spilt alcohol, what looked like appetizers, and

plates with half-eaten morsels; crumbs scattered all over the dusty floor. Mugs

were tucked under the two armchairs, and dirty laundry tossed on the sofa. Her
friends had had a supper party. She set down her groceries gingerly, struggling

not to panic, feeling a rush of tension ride right underneath the skin on her chest.
Lola placed the bottles inside the mugs, stacked them on the plates, tucked the

dirty clothes between her arm and abdomen, and carried the items to the kitchen.
There, Lola drew her breath sharply and gulped prickling frustration.

Pans with crusted food sat on the sordid stove. A cutting board, looking like a
disastrous painter’s canvas, lay in the sink, among the slimy forks and knives,
while the spoons sunk, submerging in murky sink water.

Everything was a mess. Everything was a mess. Everything was a mess.
Everything was a mess. Everything was a mess. Everything was a mess.

Lola yelped, “EVERYTHING IS A MESS!”, and choked back an expression of

lamentation, hastily grabbing a dish and starting to scrub. She scrubbed and

scoured all the china and silverware, dried each container and piece of cutlery,

then set every one in their rightful place. She seized the unwashed clothes and
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triumphantly, only to feel a wave of nausea sweep over her.

shoved them in the washer, dripped the correct amount of detergent in, and

began to polish the counters. Lola swept up the dust in the living room, mopped

the kitchen floor and wiped down every table. She put the cleaning supplies back
in the closet, only when she felt the sweating and agitation drain from her, and
only after her teeth could release their grip from the flesh on the inside of her
cheek.

Her heart then returned to its normal living pace, when Lola had finally tidied her

whole living space. They didn’t understand how infuriated she became when they
didn’t clean up after themselves. Why couldn’t they be organized like her? After
all, it was so easy to make things spick and span. Just a little effort, that’s all. It

didn’t take that much to be immaculate, yet Lola couldn’t understand how they

could effortlessly be so filthy. She stepped into her bedroom, which waited wellkept and gorgeously neat. Her books were stacked straightly against the shelf,

Fiction

her clothes folded daintily in each dresser drawer, and the blanket on her bed lay
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like a pool- without ripple or wave. Everything was in order. Lola could finally rest,
and, unlacing her old friends, she situated them impeccably, next to the rest of
her pairs. They would dry as she slept.

With the stiffness slowly leaving her, Lola laid down, and ached to dream of
laced-up shoes and kind grocer boys.

J.E. Cajigas
“It’ll happen when it happens. I wouldn’t worry about it for now,” I said

and poured a teaspoon of sugar into my drink. Every time I came to the Café

Reggio I always thought I’d found the most uncomfortable chair. I was always
wrong. I sat up and looked over all the other open chairs.

“You think so?” Max asked. He smiled and looked right at my forehead.

That son of-a bitch was always fishing for compliments. Every time one of his
poems got rejected, which had so far been every time; he’d ask me the same

thing. He thought that because he’d given me feedback on one short story a few
months ago I was somehow indentured to talk about his writing.

“Yea of course,” I said. “Every writer has a hard time publishing their first

to hear. When I did I tried to avoid looking at his eyes. I wished he’d stop writing

Fiction

poems.” Sometimes the best thing to do was just tell him whatever he wanted

to stop, but something about his rejections amused me. That and how, when he
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but even I had to admit that he was better at it than I was. I would have told him

letting me scoop some of them up. He raised his hand and signaled the waitress
over.

“I just need to figure out what my writing’s missing. I think I’m getting

close,” he said.

The café’s lights were dimmer than usual, but the music coming from

MacDougal Street and the incoming caffeine kept me awake. I could have

brought my notebook with me, but then Max wouldn’t have left me alone all night.
Our waitress texted on her phone behind the counter. The Café was so dim she
couldn’t hide the glow coming from the screen.

“She’s texting right in front of us,” Max said still waving his hand.
“I can see that.”

“And it doesn’t help that the other waitress just keeps disappearing.”

I nodded and shook my coffee as if that would somehow make it taste

better. “At least that second waitress is cute. I like her braid; it looks like a crown
or something.”

“I don’t care how hot she is. They should do their jobs.”

“Jesus can’t you just sit down and relax? I came here to wind down.”

Max put his hand down and looked at me. He looked straight into my

eyes, “Paul, are you okay?”

I looked behind him at the passing yellow cabs. “I’m sorry. I just want to
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wanted to be charming, he usually devastated girls leaving them defenseless and

drink my coffee and people watch. Okay?” I said knowing I had hurt his feelings.
Sometimes telling someone what to do can be just as insulting as calling them
an asshole. He nodded and kept his eyes on me. I took a sip from the orange
and white coffee china. It was cold to the point that it went down like water. I

didn’t mind. Max’s cup sat empty on the table. He twirled his spoon between his
fingers. I noticed some specks of dandruff on my shoulders. I tried to flick them
off the way one picks one’s nose in public without Max noticing. Nobody else
ever had dandruff.

The braided waitress appeared from behind the counter with plates in

her hands while our waitress continued to text. “You know, I don’t think we’ll get

much service anymore. That waitress looks done for the night,” Max reported like
some sort of sports commentator. I ignored him hoping that he’d shut up. “But
you’re right, that second waitress is pretty hot.”

This café had been open for decades which resulted in a mash up of

Fiction

dozens of lamps, each a different size, color, and tint. Every lamp in the Café was
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different. Max always picked the table underneath the only red lamp.

“What’re you doing alone on a Saturday night?” The braided waitress

asked a man sitting at the table directly in front of us. He wore a flannel shirt,

thick-rimmed glasses and boots. He reminded me of the people my friends and
I used to make fun of back when I lived in Boston. Hipsters always make me
uncomfortable.

“I was supposed to be playing music with some friends but I bailed,” the

man said. The waitress cleared the table across from him.

Max had finally stopped talking and starring at me. His attention was

now being devoted to some daydream or maybe even my dandruff.

“Music? I wish I could play music. I’ve tried; believe me I’ve tried but I

just can’t do it,” the waitress said. She swept crumbs off of the table and chairs
with a blue sponge.

I smiled looking at them. It amazed me that she had started the

conversation. In a generation where everybody feels entitled to what they think
they deserve it’s rarer and rarer to see somebody actually start a conversation
and not just sit there and expect it or something, waiting for it to be given to

them. That’s the problem isn’t it? When you feel like everything’s supposed to be
given to you.

Maybe she had engaged him because she didn’t know what rejection

was like. It’s easy to be reckless when you’ve never gotten hurt before. I pictured
her to be the type of girl who while growing up in some suburban town not too
far away from the coast had given all of her stuffed animals and dolls different

names. She probably still named the lions, pigeons, and seals that she saw at

the zoo. She might have chased the big city so that she wouldn’t have to imagine

things because there would be everything to see. She wasn’t beautiful or anything
but she had those small details that mattered more than words like dimples on

her face, a certain perfume, and that innocent belief that as girls they deserved
to be happy. Those details are what men think about years later and say to

themselves, man I fucked up. Every girl wants to be that girl but very few actually
are.

“Really? You can’t?” The man asked the girl.

“Nope. No musical ability whatsoever,” she said and then turned to

face him. She wore a white tank top and a black apron over her jeans. Her blue
eyes and braid reminded me of my grandfather’s old German postcards where

blonde women held pitchers filled with beer. The waitress rested her hands on her
shoulders.

“Not even the tambourine?” The man asked. He leaned in closer to her

but not invading her personal space.

“No, not even the lousy tambourine.”

and pointed to the blue sponge on the table.

Fiction

“What about the sponge? Can you play the sponge?” The man asked

to her ear and pressed on it like a flute. “Oh! Wait!” she said and then played it
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The waitress chuckled trying not to giggle. She raised the sponge up

“See? I told you, you could do it,” the man said. “The sponge is a

particularly hard instrument to play.”

I tried taking a sip of my coffee again but I couldn’t pretend to enjoy it.

“Do you want to leave soon?” Max asked me. I figured he was bored of

just sitting around, especially on a Saturday night.

“Let me get an espresso or something really quick.”

“What’d you wanna do after this anyways?” he said. His language

always relaxed when he wanted everybody else to relax.
“I don’t know. I’m actually pretty tired,” I said.

“C’mon! Let’s do something. Twenty-four hours ago we were walking

into that comedy club. Don’t you want to have another night like last night?”

I faked a smile and tried to think of something nice to say. “Let’s decide

when we get out of here.”

The waitress had left to put some dishes away and ask other customers

if they were okay. Max sat facing me and couldn’t see the waitress or the man but
it was clear to me that the man and the waitress were glancing at each other from
across the café. She helped her tables and made her way to the man once again.
I wondered if either of them believed in God. Nothing gets a relationship started
off on the wrong foot like opposing religious beliefs. That is unless they both

planned to just use each other, which I hoped wasn’t the case. When I see people
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closer to the man’s ear.

meet I can’t help but think about when they’ll drift apart.

“You didn’t even drink your coffee. I’ll go pay at the counter and take care of the

bill. You can sit there and people watch or whatever the hell you’re doing until I
get back,” he said and got up.

I licked my chapped lips and looked down until he had walked away. I didn’t want
him to know who I was watching. Nothing ruins people watching more than being
watched yourself. I brushed the rest of the dandruff off of my shoulders.

“What are you doing after your shift?” I heard the man from the other table say.
The waitress was by his side once again. He ran his hand through his hair and
took a breath anticipating her response.

“I don’t know. I’m actually about to get off. It’s pretty slow in here right now

anyways.” She rotated her hips but stayed in place. She couldn’t stand still to
save her life. I could even see her twirling around her thumbs.

“Let’s walk around the village or something. We could find something to do.”

Fiction

She smiled and looked down, wiggling around some more. “Okay, yeah that
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sounds great. Let me get my tip money and clock out and I’ll meet you at the
door.”

“Okay,” the man said, keeping his tone low so that he wouldn’t sound too
excited.

“Okay just a minute,” she said beaming and turned away. Max, who still stood

at the counter waiting for his change, saw the waitress approaching and for a

second must have thought she was walking to him. His eyes followed her hips as

she passed by and then disappeared behind the counter. I knew that Max wanted
her but I didn’t want him to try.

The man waiting for the waitress picked up his plates and cleared off the table
with a napkin. He dropped some money on the table to cover the bill and then

waited at the door. The waitress reappeared with a red coat; she’d left the black
apron behind. “Ready?” she asked. Once again she walked by Max, teasing

him with every step but not even noticing him. The waiting man held the door

open for the waitress and then followed her out. Max stood at the counter as a

breeze flew in against him. He watched them as they disappeared between the

streetlights and red taillights. Max buried his hands in his pockets and inched his
way towards our table. “Ready?” he asked me.

“Yea,” I said and got up. We stood next to the door and buttoned up our jackets.
“Do you think we’ll ever get what we want?” I asked him without thinking. The

hair on my arms stiffened as I anticipating the wind outside. The couple had now

become one of the millions of New York shadows that decorated the streets.
Max smiled “We’ll get everything we want. That’s the sad part,” he said. He

pushed the doors open and then took out a cigarette. I rubbed my eyes and

walked with him towards Washington Square. We crossed the street and my

gut and jaw felt a rush of wanderlust wind yearning inside of me and I knew that
Max felt it too. So far all Max, our generation, and I had done during our lives

was spread and complain like vines around the fences that our parents had built;
always getting what we wanted and never being satisfied until one day we ran

out of thing to complain about. We always want something more. And like the

city and dreams around us that inspired our unimpressive generation, we looked
down and continued to shuffle on.
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Caroline Margolis
“Philip! Get back in this house right now! It’s raining!” shouted Mommy from the

back door. It was only drizzling, so I ignored her and kept on chasing the rabbits
on the edge of the woods with a stick. “Philip! I am not going to tell you again!”
snapped Mommy with a harsh tone in her voice that I was not used to. I ran
back inside, pulling a dead bug out of my pocket.

“Mommy! Look at the bug I found.” Mommy kept on talking on the

phone while she handed Baby Kate a bottle in her highchair. Why isn’t mommy
paying attention, I thought. “Mommy! Look at my bug!”

Mommy put a hand on the phone and said, “Phil, not right now,

Mommy’s on the phone with Grandma Claire. Go find something to do.”

outside,” but Mommy wasn’t paying attention anymore. I went to my playroom
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to get it to move. I blew on it and a wing unfolded as it tumbled across the table.
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I put my hands on my hips and said, “I was already doing something

and put the bug on my Lego table. “Wake up Buggy,” I said to it, poking it to try
He’s a good napper. I walked away from the table and started picking through
my costume box.

I’ll be a pirate with Daddy, and we will play seven seas again

when he gets home. So I put on my hook glove, my big red pants, sword, boots,
an eye patch and my favorite pirate hat with the big three on it from my birthday.
I heard Daddy come in and I ran up to him and said, “ARRGGG! You’ll

walk the plank for stealing all the gold!” Daddy did not look at me so I took my
sword and poked it to his belly, “Grrr! Now you’re dead!”

Again he did not play, he did not fall down, and pretend to be still.

Instead he said, “Phil, go put your costume away right now, we’re going to
Grandma Claire’s.

I stomped down my big boot and said, “But I don’t want to go to

Grandma Claire’s. Her house smells like smoke!”

Daddy got very angry and shouted, “Philip, if you are not back here in

two minutes, ready to go, you are going to be in big trouble!” I didn’t know what
big trouble was, but I knew I didn’t want to be in it. My feet in the play boots

made a click-clacked noise as I ran back to the the play room and left everything
on the floor.

I hated the way Grandma Claire always wanted me to sit next to

her. Her hands were not soft like Mommy’s and sometimes they gave me little
scratches when she pinched my cheek. At least I would get to play her piano.

She would take me in her special music room and open it up a teach me how to

play songs. I could almost play twinkle-twinkle on my little play piano and now I
wanted to show her.

As we pulled out of the driveway Mommy was calling Grandma Claire

again on the car phone. I saw Mommy looked worried as she put down the
phone and said, “No answer.”

Mommy and Daddy kept talking as I watched the rain slide down the

window. I pretended some of the drops were racing. I gave them names and

I cheered them on, “Go Captain Speedy! You’re beating Mud Quicker! Oh, but
look, Rolling Booger is gaining the lead!”

“Phil, please be quiet,” said Mommy who was calling Grandma Claire

again on the car phone. Mommy did not say hello and just put it down again.

We got to Grandma Claire’s little grey house. Daddy began to turn the

knob on the front door and knocked violently. “MOM! MOM!” Daddy shouted as
he walked around the house, trying to look in the windows, but all were covered
by the grey curtains.

picked up the car phone.

Fiction

“I’m calling the police; Phil, help your sister,” Mommy said as she

it around her mouth before giving it to her, “Oh no! we are going in for a crash
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I fed my sister her Cheerios, “Here comes to spaceship!,” I said, circling

came up to the house. A man and woman got out of the car and started talking
to Daddy.

Mommy took Kate out of the car and I slid out and stood next to her. I

stared at the officers. I’ve played policeman before at play school, but I have

never seen a real policeman up close before. Their voices were serious, like the
growl of the neighbor’s German Shepard when I play too close to the fence. I

stepped closer to Mommy. The officers tried opening the door, knocking on it,

and trying all the windows before going up to Daddy and saying, “Well, it appears
to be all locked up.”

Daddy started shouting at them and saying words I did not know but

I had a feeling they were not nice. He let out a sharp cry and kicked the door
down. I clutched to Mommy’s leg and she put her hand on my head. Daddy
marched in with the police following with Mommy, Baby Kate, and I slowly
following.

I saw Grandma Claire asleep at the dining room table, her face in a plate

of waffles. I smiled, all this for just Grandma Claire falling asleep in her food. I

looked up at Daddy to say how funny it was that Grandma slept through all the
noise and will wake up soon, with syrup on her face. He did not look down at

me to share the smile. “Daddy,” I whispered. He did nothing. He didn’t look like
Daddy anymore. He looked too sad, no little lines that appear from his smile. I
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landing PPLLOOOCHH!” Kate giggled at me as the flashing lights of a police car

looked back up at Grandma Claire and started to back away. I suddenly knew

she was not sleeping, but she was not awake. Not sleeping. Not awake. I moved
behind Mommy and Kate. I couldn’t look at Grandma Claire anymore. What are

Fiction

you if you are not sleeping or not awake?

Venture Literary / Arts Magazine

140

In this issue...

Marcus Baker
Samantha Bates
David Braz
Esteban Cajigas
Dan Carey
Conor Carman Michael Harrison
Brian Holak
Alison Deleo
Corey Howard
Lee Delulio
Elise Kapitancek
Eryn Gordon
Serina Gousby Isabelle Kelley
Megan Graves Caitie Lezell
Brenna Lopes
Jesse Magnifico
Raya Malcolm
Caroline Margolis
Ken Martin
Meaghan Murray
Lindsey Nolette
Natalie A. M. Olbrych

William Schaffer
Brittany Schissler
Marina Silva
Michael Smith
Alethea Stoltzfus
Ally Thibault
Dave Vitola
Flora Wilds
Chengcheng Yang
Hamzeh Zahran
Monika Zatek

Venture Literary / Arts Magazine
Suffolk University
Office of Student Activities
41 Temple Street
Boston, MA 02114

